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Abstract 
This is an ethnographic study of a marginal neighbourhood of Hong Kong, Sham Shui 
Po. It focuses on the everyday lives of Hong Kong’s urban poor in Sham Shui Po.1 By 
taking an insider’s point of view, this study examines how underprivileged residents 
experience, manage and think about their lives in post-industrial urban Hong Kong. 
This study seeks to understand the social structures and cultural processes that 
contribute to Sham Shui Po’s marginality in the centre of Hong Kong by exploring the 
lives and livelihoods of underprivileged residents. I show how Sham Shui Po’s regional 
development, low-cost economy, residential composition, as well as the mindset and 
behaviour of its residents all contribute to making of a marginal neighbourhood in the 
context of post-industrial Hong Kong.  
  





                                                 
1 Sham Shui Po is pronounced as sam1 soey2 bou3. The Cantonese Romanisation appearing in this 
thesis is Jyutping Cantonese. Throughout the thesis, Cantonese Romanisation appears underlined. The 
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When friends found out I was living in Sham Shui Po, they made remarks such as, “Poor 
you. You live there for your research?” or “You’re brave. I don’t feel safe there!” Residents 
too had concerns and worries that I might mingle with the “wrong crowds”— be led astray, 
become entangled in drug trafficking, and begin to swear, smoke and visit prostitutes. Since 
I was living in a tong4 lau4 [唐樓],2 I was also warned about the risks of fires and the 
building collapsing.3 The images and perceptions of the place were negative, and the 
general sentiment was that anybody with any sense of decency would keep their distance. 
Moreover, an unsettling yet recurring bit of advice I received from fellow residents as a 
student beginning fieldwork was that “There is nothing good for you to learn here. You 
should leave!” 
Places have a profound influence on people whether they realise it or not. How people 
react to certain places, like their home or neighbourhood, for example, stems from their 
expectations and everyday experiences. Having first studied architecture, and now 
having studied anthropology, I am fascinated with how a place comes to represent the 
perceptions and values of a dominant population, and how this is true in different 
                                                 
2  The Chinese term tong4 lau4 refers to a distinctive residential / industrial / commercial building 
type that originated in Guangzhou; it is seven to nine storeys high—and does not have lifts. Tong4 lau4 is 
often used to refer to a Chinese tenement. The suffix lau4 refers to building. The prefix tong4 comes from 
the “Tang” of the much admired Tang Dynasty, which has become the prefix to many things Chinese, 
including chinaware, Chinese attire, and even the Chinese race—especially among the Cantonese-speaking 
overseas Chinese population, as can be seen in the term for a “Chinatown” tong4 yan4 gaai1 [唐人街] 
3  This was especially true after an incident of a building collapse at Ma Tau Wai [馬頭圍]—an old 
inner area of Kowloon, Hong Kong. A run-down five-storey tong4 lau4 collapsed on January 29, 2010, 
resulting in four deaths. The collapse was due to both structural decay and unauthorised renovation work. 
2 
 
cultures and societies around the world.  
Until recently, it was much harder to understand how different people made sense of 
their place without visiting them. Nowadays, in an age of digital technology, people may 
easily exchange their thoughts and upload their photos and videos online. But for those 
people less well off, they are not likely to have the luxury of computers to enable them 
to share their experiences. At best, we can only guess what certain places may mean to 
these people. 
Studying a marginal neighbourhood in the heart of an affluent society offers the 
opportunity to understand how underprivileged residents relate to their socio-cultural 
milieu. Since the underprivileged have few resources to actively participate in the 
mainstream life of the city, let alone voice their opinions, carrying out interviews with 
residents is required to learn more about them and their place. Such a study allows us to 
learn why a marginal neighbourhood exists, at least, in the lives and minds of the 
underprivileged residents who live there. This study is such an example, about Sham 
Shui Po—the poorest neighbourhood in Hong Kong and its underprivileged residents. 
Sham Shui Po as a marginal neighbourhood in Hong Kong 
In an advanced, post-industrial capitalised society marked by conspicuous consumption 
like Hong Kong, it seems, at least on the surface, that poverty no longer exists. 
However, while today the poor may not be so visible, they have certainly not 
disappeared. Instead, there is even greater socio-economic inequality than before, as the 
city has the widest gap between rich and poor among developed economies in the world 
(Bloomberg Businessweek 2009). 
Despite the rapid economic growth that has freed people from illiteracy and starvation, 
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and has offered better health care resulting in a longer and more productive life, we still 
find unhealthy looking, hunchbacked women collecting cardboard and other recyclables 
in the old tenement backstreets. One in six families with children in Hong Kong 
reported being “hungry,” and 144,000 families with children under 15 were considered 
“poor” (M. Wong 2011). In the 2009 film, All’s Right with the World [歌舞昇平], the 
audience is reminded that behind the successful capitalistic facade of the post-colonial 
Hong Kong, the poor are certainly still around—they just remain hidden for most of the 
time.  
Journalists have reported that in certain underprivileged neighbourhoods in the inner 
city Hong Kong, parents who could not afford a personal computer at home had to 
book a computer in advance at the library for their child to complete their homework (S. 
Lee 2010). For people who know post-industrial Hong Kong, they will automatically say 
this is expected, especially in Sham Shui Po, since it is the poorest neighbourhood in 
Hong Kong. It is worth noting that although Sham Shui Po is in Hong Kong, it is not 
like other neighbourhoods in Hong Kong; it is a special place, with its distinctive 
culture.  
For most people in a highly mobile Hong Kong, Sham Shui Po is in easy reach. Being 
centrally located, Sham Shui Po is only a few stations’ reach by Hong Kong’s efficient 
subway system (the MTR). It is a destination to consume cheap products and then leave. 
For those in the poorest neighbourhood in one of the world’s most unequal cities in the 
developed world, however, they may not necessarily see it that way. The residents of 
Sham Shui Po are relatively immobile, and their experiences are limited. Therefore, they 
have their own interpretations of what it means to live in their neighbourhood. The way 
people go about their everyday lives and how they orientate themselves and perceive 
4 
 
their future, ultimately affects not only how residents interact and behave but also 
influences the character and nature of a place, in this case, Sham Shui Po.  
In terms of its physical setting, Sham Shui Po is a largely un-gentrified “old” district of 
Hong Kong, characterised by post-war buildings with rather deteriorated facades.4 In 
contrast to the newly developed areas, where government funded public housing 
projects predominate, Sham Shui Po generally leaves the impression of an inner-city 
backwater that has long awaited urban renewal. The intensely wide variety of small 
family businesses and marginal industrial activities that can be found in Sham Shui Po, 
once commonplace throughout Hong Kong, comes off as run-down, somewhat 
misplaced and passé in the current post-industrial economy of finance, tourism and 
services (see Community Museum Project 2007; Go 2008; Xu 2007).  
Those who happen to “know the area,” as Elijah Anderson (1990) put it in his study of 
a mixed community in Philadelphia, USA, come to “know every kind of stranger”—or, 
as I thought of it during my study, come to know all kinds of people. In Cantonese, 
Sham Shui Po is often described as hou2 dzaap9 [好雜], which refers to a place that 
belongs to a mishmash group of people who are poor and not easily categorised into a 
single group within mainstream society. In fact, the composition of Sham Shui Po is 
unique within Hong Kong because it contains such a large number of people whose 
needs are continually unmet. The census shows that Sham Shui Po is the poorest 
neighbourhood in Hong Kong. More specifically, according to Hong Kong’s biannual 
                                                 
4 However, “old” must be used with caution and is said in accordance with Hong Kong urban 
standards. In Hong Kong, as opposed to Europe where “old” may refer to something centuries or 
thousands of years old, “old” indicates around fifty years. In large part, this is because in Hong Kong, 
apart from buildings being poorly constructed and not intended to last very long, there is also an 
ineffective policy to safeguard, maintain and upkeep “old” buildings. Thus, they tend to have rather 
deteriorated appearances.  
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census, in 2010, Sham Shui Po5 had a population of 366,800 (5.3% of Hong Kong 
population) and a monthly median household income of HK$ 13,700 — about HK$ 
4,000 less than the city’s average. Hong Kong Lifestyles: A study of Sham Shui Po6 showed 
that the neighbourhood has the highest percentage of elderly (i.e., those over 65) in 
Hong Kong (16% compared to the Hong Kong mean of 12%). It also has a very high 
percentage of “new Chinese arrivals”7 and a high ethnic minority presence of South 
Asians and Africans. Residents of Sham Shui Po were also among the least educated in 
Hong Kong, and this is not surprising given the age structure of Sham Shui Po (the 
significantly high number of elderly) as well as the high number of low-skilled migrant 
residents. Nonetheless, the price of accommodation, in conjunction with its central 
location contributes to Sham Shui Po’s remaining one of the most densely populated 
areas of Hong Kong, and above all, a popular “first base” for those who have fallen into 
poverty. Some residents may be new migrants, refugees, the recently married or 
divorced, or those who simply need a place to live.8 Therefore, in Sham Shui Po, one 
may find a heterogeneous population of low-income earners, low-skilled workers, the 
temporarily unemployed, new arrivals and the elderly.  
In the anthropological literature, a number of significant works have covered this 
neighbourhood. Wai Yi Lee (1999) has studied the sex workers, Alan Smart (2006) has 
explored the squatter fires in Shek Kip Mei, Nicole Newendorp (2008) worked with 
                                                 
5  The government’s biannual censuses treats Sham Shui Po as a district consisting of Mei Foo, Lai 
Chi Kok, Cheung Sha Wan, Central Sham Shui Po, Shek Kip Mei, Yau Yat Chuen and the West Kowloon 
Reclamation Area. 
6 A product of the HKSAR Central Policy Team in liaison with Pacific Asian Research Centre, 
CUHK. Published 2012. 
7  This is a term used in the official immigration and labour polices of the Hong Kong SAR. It is the 
politically correct term for those coming from the Mainland after 1997. 
8  Liu Tik Sang, an anthropologist working in Hong Kong’s New Territories, remarked how his 
“indigenous-villager” informants had moved into inner-city neighbourhoods, like Sham Shui Po, because 
they could not afford to buy or to rent a property elsewhere in the city, nor did they have any family 




Mainland Chinese immigrant families and Wing Yung Ho (2010) studied the Pakistani 
traders in the second-hand markets. Yet, there has yet to be any definitive community 
study that analyses Sham Shui Po through the lens of Hong Kong’s urban poor. 
By studying the lives, family circumstances and everyday routines of residents, I discuss 
how underprivileged residents create a lifestyle for themselves in a marginal 
neighbourhood of post-industrial Hong Kong. I look at how residents perceive their 
place—their home, neighbourhood, city—or more broadly speaking, “the world” in 
which they live, and how they go about making ends meet. Therefore, this study 
analyses the structures and processes of a marginal neighbourhood in post-industrial 
Hong Kong as the residents of Sham Shui Po experience it. Overall, this study is as 
much about the social and cultural lives of underprivileged residents of Sham Shui Po as 
it is about the urban environment and fabric of inner city Hong Kong. As a study of a 
local community in Hong Kong, this study will contribute to our knowledge of poverty 
and urban life in the rapidly changing economic and political context of post-industrial 
Hong Kong. 
Poverty  
According to the Oxford English Dictionary, “poverty” refers to the condition of 
having very little (2004). Poverty has been discussed in generational and situational 
terms, or as absolute and relative (Payne 2005). Generational poverty means being poor 
for two or more generations, while situational poverty relates to a short time span, 
relating to sudden circumstances such as illness, divorce and death (Payne 2005: 2-3). 
Absolute poverty implies a serious lack of resources, such as not having clean water, 
nutrition, shelter or healthcare, all of which can be life-threatening (MacPherson & 
Silburn 1998: 2). Relative poverty, on the other hand, is not life threatening, and instead 
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refers to the unequal distribution of resources within a society, which results in 
individuals having fewer opportunities to participate in the society, or to meet social 
customary expectations and obligations (Townsend 1979: 31). This form of poverty 
challenges values and meanings attached to “quality of life” (MacPherson & Silburn 
1998: 2). 
In Hong Kong, the government’s definition of poverty is a measure of wealth. It 
follows the system of Britain and other European countries, in defining poor as those 
earning less than half the median household income, comparable to families of the same 
size. In 2010, the monthly median household income for an average household of three 
was HK$ 17,500; this means anybody with a domestic household income less than 
HK$ 8,750 was “poor.” This benchmark means that 1.26 million people (or 18% of the 
population of Hong Kong) were poor (Sit 2010).  
In 2011, a social welfare activist reported that out of 480,000 CSSA welfare recipients,9 
about 70% were unemployable and the remaining 30% needed to undergo continuous 
socio-economic verification in Hong Kong.10 Based on the benchmark above, this 
means there are still at least 780,000 “poor people” in Hong Kong who have difficulty 
making ends meet, but who do not receive government benefits. Hence, when I refer to 
poverty in Hong Kong, I am not talking about life threatening cases, but poverty in a 
relative sense. Poverty, as defined in this study, refers to a diversity of living conditions 
within a single community (or neighbourhood), yet resulting in the same condition: 
fewer resources, economic or otherwise, to realise the expectations and opportunities 
                                                 
9 The CSSA (Comprehensive Social Security Assistance) Scheme provides a safety net for those who 
cannot support themselves financially in Hong Kong. It is designed to bring their income up to a 
prescribed minimum level to meet their basic needs. 
10  Of the unemployable 70%, the breakdown is 55% comprised of the elderly, while the remaining 
45% are disabled or handicapped. The last 30% are the low-income, working poor, single parents and 
temporarily unemployed persons, of which a majority are middle-aged, laid off during deindustrialisation. 
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available in mainstream society. 
Despite the diverse nature of the poor, and the variety of reasons attributing to poverty, 
“surviving poverty” is not a personal or individual matter; rather, poverty is contextual, 
and thus based on associated structural and environmental circumstances (Edin & Lein 
1997; Staples 2007). In this study, I identify how different kinds of “poor” people live 
and evaluate their experiences of impoverishment in the urban setting of post-industrial 
Sham Shui Po. “Extended case studies” (Burawoy 1998) seek to understand how 
different people live, how they interact and make use of their extended networks, and 
what fills their lives with hope and disappointment.  
Marginalisation 
The concept of “marginality” implies a borderline or edge; its opposite is the average or 
the mainstream. Marginalised people have relatively little control over their lives and the 
resources available to them. Often a result of changing political and economic structures 
people become marginal in society, and thus, poverty and marginality mutually affect 
one other. Peter Llyod stated that,  
[t]he marginals are those on the fringes of any category, marginal occupations are 
those which yield near or below minimum levels of subsidence and entail 
maximum insecurity [...] As such, marginality is a purely descriptive term, defined 
according to statistical criteria. (1979: 60).  
Thus, marginality is not permanent.  
In fact, social marginalisation is a shifting phenomenon that is closely linked to social 
status (Burton & Kagan 2003). It occurs in different societies based on a number of 
factors. For example, while individuals (or groups) might enjoy high social status at one 
point in time, they may lose this status as social change occurs. This result is 
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marginalisation. Factors that cause marginalisation include one’s age, gender, race, 
ethnicity and religion, disability, poverty and knowledge. While family defines age and 
gender; family and the state defines race, ethnicity and religion, and disability; family, 
state and the economy defines poverty and knowledge. In Hong Kong, Nicole 
Newendorp (2008) discusses how socially marginalised (migrant) Mainland Chinese 
mothers felt when they reunited with their families in Hong Kong. They not lonely lost 
the advantage of the familiarity of their homeland, in many cases they also did not have 
the language skills or the skills to find work to get by in Hong Kong. Likewise, Siumi 
Tam (2007) highlights Nepalese women in Hong Kong who undergo social 
marginalisation as women, migrants (or as an ethnic minority) and economically inferior 
people in Hong Kong. As well, this study shows how urban residents in Sham Shui Po 
experience social marginalisation by examining their personal and social resources in the 
changing political and economic environment of post-industrial Hong Kong. 
Reproduction of Poverty 
Anthropological studies on poverty have long contributed to the debate on whether 
poverty is reproduced culturally through learned behaviour or the result of structural 
change. Peter Llyod writes, “Either one believes that opportunities do exist for the poor 
to improve their lot, but that they cannot or will not seize them because of certain 
attitudes and values which they hold. [...] Or one believes that the will to achieve exists 
but the opportunities do not” (1979: 55). 
Since the 1950s, Oscar Lewis (1959) postulated that children learn the habits of poverty 
through socialisation. His much-debated idea of the “culture of poverty” implies that 
poverty is internalised in the family structure, and is a learned culture that results in 
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inter-generational poverty. In Hong Kong, Siu Keung Cheung’s study of cage-dwellers11 
(1996, 2000) supports Oscar Lewis’s argument for the culture of poverty. While 
conditions of poverty persist among cage-dwelling residents, however, a limitation is 
that Cheung’s study is that it focuses mainly on the lives of single, middle-aged men, 
covering a short time span. In fact, it may be very difficult to reach any solid 
conclusions to support the claim that poverty is a learned behavioural practice, without 
the involvement of a long-term ethnography, which could take decades to conduct.  
Since Lewis’s time, however, there has been increasing support to suggest that poverty is 
not a culture in itself, but a by-product of urban structures, such as the political 
economy (see e.g., Susser 1982; Bourgois 1995). Ida Susser puts forth the argument that 
poverty is a consequence of structural changes resulting in unrealistic livelihood 
demands resulting in the poor being hopelessly “squeezed out of the city” of New York 
(1982: 25). In other words, the built-in inequalities of the new economic system have 
inadequately provided for low-skilled labourers. Similarly, Jay McLeod (1987) revealed a 
situation where limited social and cultural capital limited mobility in post-industrial 
societies; while social inequality reproduced limited opportunities. Also in the same year, 
William J. Wilson (1987) documented the movement of middle-class residents from the 
cities to the suburbs, which led to a high degree of jobless working-class parents in the 
inner city without any good institutions, such as schools, resources or role models to 
support the next generation.  
Writing about the working poor in the United States, David Shipler (2004) 
                                                 
11  Cage-dwellers are among Hong Kong city’s poorest. The term refers to the residents who live in 
cages small cubicles barely big enough for a mattress, stacked into old warehouses. In these cramped and 
often fetid conditions, the inhabitant's living space is demarcated with wire mesh surrounding to protect 
their few possessions. An explanation of the types of accommodation found in Sham Shui Po is in 
Chapter Two.  
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acknowledges that people have much confusion about poverty. He suggests that poverty 
is not simply a result of “this” or “that”, rather the causes of poverty are inherently 
interconnected to its conditions. Rather than discussing how poverty is reproduced 
through childhood socialisation, political economy or urban structure, in this study a 
phenomenological approach is adopted to examine how individuals conceptualise 
poverty in relation to personal circumstances and changes in the political economy in 
Hong Kong.  
Neighbourhood 
Neighbourhood refers to a spatially defined social unit that is bound by parameters of 
space, time and location (Chaskin 1997: 522). In a neighbourhood, it is possible to find 
multiple co-existing communities. Thus, neighbourhoods are an immediate social 
context for interactions. How residents relate to their neighbours and ultimately attach 
meanings to their milieu reflects their individual interests (Gephart 1997). Decisions of 
attachment may revolve around the presence and absence of certain facilities required to 
fulfil day-to-day activities, such as, schools, libraries and sports, arts and religious centres 
(Chaskin 1997: 532; Wilson 1987). While neighbourhoods and communities seem 
homogenous at first, in reality they are comprised of overlapping identities and 
allegiances (Delanty 2010). Therefore, the connection between neighbourhood and 
individuals is an ongoing and dynamic process of mutual creation, negotiation and 
reinterpretation, and what it means to live in a neighbourhood may differ greatly among 
residents. Studies of migrants living and working in Sham Shui Po (e.g., Newendorp 
2008; W. Y. Ho 2010) have shown how migration affects how migrant evaluate their 
newfound lives in their host society vis-a-vie their hometowns. In this study, I explore 
how the heterogeneous urban poor population in Sham Shui Po views their milieu in 
relation to their everyday livelihoods. 
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Members of a residential community relate to one another and the environment through 
community-level processes and structures (Gephart 1997). For example, in Hong 
Kong’s North Point, “Little Fujian” is an ethnic community where a majority of the 
residents are either migrants or descendents from Fujian, in Mainland China. Guldin 
(1980: 257-258) suggests that a “sense of ethnic community” is maintained through a 
close-knit network of primary and secondary relations. This means the notions of 
“ethnic community” relate to sharing common experience (Delanty 2010: 41)—kinship 
ties as well as sharing a common language and spatial lifeworld. Likewise, Colemen & 
Hoffer (1987) note that “inter-generational closure” of networks among families and 
children are mutually supportive when children’s friends are the children of parent’s 
friends (Sampson 1992: 79; also see Bott 1971). While such community processes 
generate solidarity, unity and cohesion, the opposite also applies (Gephart 1997: 10). 
High population turnover, multi-ethnic compositions, as well as family dissolution 
severely disrupt mutual support networks and the stability of the community structure 
(A. Smart 1992; McLanahan & Sandefur 1994; Merry 2010). In Hong Kong, for 
example, Alan Smart (1992) discussed how squatter clearance affected the lives of 
residents. 12  Demolition threatened established social ties that were particularly 
important to the elderly or those who no longer worked, and these people experienced 
alienation upon resettlement into public housing. So is Sham Shui Po a case of cohesion 
or splintering? In any case, understanding the neighbourhood’s structures and processes 
will help us understand the nature of urban poverty in post-industrial Hong Kong. 
Since neighbourhoods are both physical locations and socially defined experiences, this 
study seeks to understand the physical setting of Sham Shui Po, and how residents think 
                                                 
12 Squatter residency was a household strategy when accommodation was not easily affordable. 
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of, experience and make use of their residential environments. It is worth remembering 
that whatever disadvantaged circumstances marginalised people face, they somehow 
manage to find alternative ways to creatively make a living and sustain their lives 
(Weston 2008: xix). So understanding the milieu holds important clues to understanding 
the nature of poverty in an area. This understanding, how the physical fabric interplays 
with the social fabric of the Sham Shui Po neighbourhood, will help us understand the 
dynamic processes that underlie how and why Sham Shui Po functions as a marginal 
neighbourhood in centre of Hong Kong. 
Methodology  
As described in the literature, being poor relates to money, but it is not only about 
money; being poor relates to a lifestyle, a mentality. In order to understand how 
underprivileged people live and relate to Sham Shui Po, one must engage in close, 
long-term contact and observation, in conjunction with in-depth interviews so we can 
learn how the poor perceive and react to their circumstances. The bulk of the data in 
this study is a product of ethnographic fieldwork. I carried out fieldwork in Sham Shui 
Po between October 2009 and September 2010 with intermittent visits occurring both 
before and after this period. My research helps to address questions related to daily life 
routines and activities engaged by the poor including eating, housing, leisure, social 
interaction, exchange networks, and so forth. For example, while it may seem confusing 
when we read that poor children do not have enough to eat, yet when I walk around 
Sham Shui Po, the poorest neighbourhood in Hong Kong, I found many families at 
fast-food chains—McDonalds or KFC. In that respect, the poor do not necessarily 
appear “poor” in the ways I first imagined. These food chains are by no means the 
cheapest food choice. Contrary to what I thought, while many parents have tight 
budgets, they still manage and make an effort to take their children to fast-food 
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outlets—but why?  
My study is not simply about people who have little money, and feel poor, but among 
other issues, it discusses those who cannot afford to but choose to visit fast-food chains 
for different reasons. Thus, I seek to understand poverty through the trials and 
tribulations of the poor—the processes, meanings and experiences of the so-called 
“ordinary daily life” of the poor: eating, family and social networks, shopping and 
procuring resources, passing time and leisure activities, and their 
perceptions—frustrations, burdens and hopes. Hence, the method adopted for this 
study is the community study approach. It involves an intensive study of a small number 
of cases, including families with children. This method requires participation in the 
activities of community members. 
According to Alan Macfarlane (1977), the “community” is an analytic tool, which make 
the observed facts more comprehensible. By treating the community as some kind of 
system, it is helpful to explain why human beings think and act in the way they do. The 
concept of “community,” when applied to human groups, implies shared beliefs, 
priorities and relationships (Chaskin 1997: 522). Therefore, to anthropologists, the 
“community study” approach is methodologically useful for studying a cultural process 
or phenomena of interest. Morton Fried (1954: 35-36) writes that:  
The community study presents a picture showing the interlocking aspects of many 
types of cultural behavior. Because its descriptions are based upon controlled 
observations in specified places, its data and conclusions can be tested, checked 
and supplemented or modified. [...] Unlike certain trait-listing techniques of 
anthropology, high-level analyses of political scientists, or sweeping panoramas 
presented by historians, the community study reveals culture and cultural process 
in terms of men, women and children who retain their personalities even under the 
protective aliases that must sometimes be given them. 
In the anthropological literature on Hong Kong, scholars have long generalised about 
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the communities they studied. These include J. Watson’s (1975) “emigrant community,” 
Guldin’s (1980) “ethnic neighbourhood,” Liu & Cheung’s (1998) “fishing community” 
to name a few. Generally, community studies demonstrate how identifiable social and 
cultural characteristics of a certain population are essential to conjure a strong sense of 
unity, mutual support and lasting friendships among the group (Chaskin 1997: 522). 
Thus, this community study on Sham Shui Po identifies what kinds of residents live in 
the poor neighbourhood, the shared characteristics of the groups, and in the ways that 
the “local culture” of the residents’ behaviour and mindsets are similar. Therefore, this 
study is an ethnographic study that examines how Hong Kong’s urban poor live in a 
marginal neighbourhood of Sham Shui Po. These factors help us understand what 
shapes Sham Shui Po as a marginal neighbourhood in the centre of Hong Kong (cf. 
Hayden 2000)13. 
Fieldwork 
In mid-2009, I arrived in Hong Kong to carry out my project on Sham Shui Po. In the 
first few months, before I was able to do “real” fieldwork, I felt deeply troubled. Why 
should a stranger talk to me? When I realised I was not able to easily meet informants, or 
for safety reasons, should not just meet “anybody,” I decided to follow the advice of 
Ted Bestor and to “choose a network” (2002: 148). So, I signed up as a volunteer for 
different community service centres. Despite the social workers, who were in charge, 
expressing initial interest in my study, waiting to meet informants took time. And the 
more time I had to myself, doing nothing but waiting, albeit observing people walking 
around in a poor neighbourhood of a busy metropolis, the more annoyed I felt. I was 
simply wasting my time. My attitude, however, changed in October 2009, when I found 
                                                 
13  Hayden’s (2000: 220) study on Seabrook surrounds the folklore of a community of ill repute. She 




a place to rent in Sham Shui Po. In fact, the landlady found her tenant—me—when I 
was wandering around and observing the streets, carrying a heavy backpack. A 
middle-aged Chinese woman asked if I was looking for accommodation: “Which type 
do you want—the partitioned room or the bedspace?” It was there and then I decided 
my best option was to live in the field, but I stumbled on my words as I answered back 
in heavily accented non-local Cantonese: “I’ll take the cheapest one!”14 After hearing 
that, her expression looked worried: “Are you sure you have enough for rent?” After 
being shocked to see a “cockloft” [閣仔] bedspace15 for the first time, I also discovered 
a moon cake16—two days after the Mid-Autumn Festival in 2009—on what was to be 
my sleeping space. I had read that social workers frequently visited such places and the 
festive dish—moon cake—was probably a sign of a recent visit. Yet, after settling the 
rent, I returned to the bedspace, which was to be my home for the next year, but the 
moon cake was no longer there. For the first two weeks or so, I worried about my 
belongings as well as my safety; I was very apprehensive and vigilant. I was careful not 
to bring any valuables with me, or if I had done so, to keep them well hidden. This was 
a start to fieldwork, even if I could only live there on a part-time basis,17 but this time 
was nonetheless an important phase of my research. I was able to carry out unobtrusive 
observation and get to know, if only gradually, what it was like to live in Sham Shui Po. 
One of the benefits of living in the field was being visibly connected to the social fabric 
                                                 
14  In 2009, the price of a bedspace ranged from HK$ 500 to HK$ 1,000 and about $1,500 to 
HK$ 2,300 for a partitioned room. Renting an apartment, ranged from on average HK$ 4,000- HK$6,000 
but could rent for as little as HK$ 3,000. These figures are based on advertisements in the neighbourhood 
as well as information provided by an informant. Patrick, who we will meet in Chapter 3, who had been 
considering relocation for several months prior to being interviewed. 
15  An explanation of the types of accommodation found in Sham Shui Po is in Chapter Two.  
16 The moon cake 月餅 is a Chinese festive dish eaten during the Mid-Autumn Festival. 
17 The convenience of Hong Kong’s transport system allowed me to commute with relative ease. The 
trains and the subway system in Hong Kong are ultra-modern, convenient and well connected. The ride 
between Sham Shui Po and where I was studying—The Chinese University of Hong Kong—was 30 
minutes, including a few minutes waiting time. This journey back and forth was a good chance for me to 
re-orientate myself as well as to write field notes.  
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of the community and identified as a fellow resident. My idle time was still spent 
wandering around and observing the milieu as I had previously done. In my idle time, I 
looked for the places my informants mentioned and tried to understand what people did 
in these places. Apart from the usual prearranged meetings, seemingly “accidental” 
encounters were a necessary part of being accepted in the field, as being in Sham Shui 
Po allowed me to heighten my visibility, drawing me closer to my informants, altering 
my status from “researcher” to “neighbourhood resident.”  
Like most ethnographers, however, it seemed the position of “the anthropologist” 
remained a poorly understood and ambiguous one. The anthropologist did not fit into 
any of the more recognisable pre-existing categories common in Sham Shui Po—the 
politician, social worker or journalist; the student label, however, sufficed. In Hannerz’s 
study of a ghetto community, he reflected, “The anthropologist may feel out of place... 
but as ghetto dwellers put it ‘you do what you know’” (2004: 13). So, I prepared 
bilingual name cards to indicate my researcher status. This was, in fact, what Gordon 
Mathews, a professor who had extensive experience in carrying out ethnographic 
research in urban Hong Kong, had done (see Mathews 2011: 51). To him, it was “an 
efficient means for strangers to validate my status [in his case, as professor] in an urban 
setting without formal introductions,” and as I found out, it was a good opportunity to 
ask people for their contact details. However, my informants were often unemployed or 
worked in positions that did not require business cards. Exchanging name cards, 
therefore, was not a good way to start out a relationship, as it gave an image of 
professionalism that I did not wish to convey. 
During interviews, and throughout the fieldwork, I took advantage of my flexible 
identity, being of foreign origin. Speaking in accented and broken Cantonese placed me 
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in a special position to study Hong Kong society. My language limitations became a tool 
that allowed me to ask for clarification and elaboration on cultural concepts and ideals 
that would be all too obvious for the local Hong Kong person.18 I also hired a local 
Cantonese-speaking research assistant, Ms Pokey Lam, to help me with the reading of 
Chinese documents, carry out the initial set of interviews and set up contacts with 
different charities and local organisations. 
The 36 people I interviewed represent a cross section of the people in Sham Shui Po.19 
I met 24 males and 12 females,20 aged 6 to 84. In this study, I found that the people of 
Sham Shui Po could be classified into four broad categories: (1) those dependent on the 
neighbourhood including the urban poor, such as low-income workers, and the 
underemployed or unemployed; (2) those who live and work in the neighbourhood, 
such as small business owners, sex workers and craftsmen, etc.; (3) those that not do not 
live but work in the neighbourhood, including government employees, such as social 
workers, hawker control and the police; (4) residents who are professional people living 
there but do not rely on the neighbourhood. Since this study explored the lives of the 
urban poor, it focused mainly on the first category mentioned above.  
My interviews took place at community centres, cafes, as well as in the residents’ homes 
or in parks near where my informants live. The majority of interviews conducted could 
                                                 
18  I was identified by some as a zuk1 sing1 竹升, that is somebody who is born ethnically Chinese but 
grow up in a non-Chinese society: I had lived in Hong Kong for one year before fieldwork commenced 
and had also studied in the Chinese mainland, so I had more language ability than most overseas-born 
Chinese, but I lacked the personal experience and cultural background of living in a Chinese society. 
19  In the Appendix 2, I have included a table showing the social characteristics of the people I 
interviewed.   
20  The reason why I have included a majority of males in the sample is twofold. First, there is a higher 
degree of male unemployment, compared to female, evident in the neighbourhood (Cao 2011). Second, 
there is a methodological consideration: initially, this study intended to counter the unequal attention 
given to studies of “poor” women— working class, welfare mothers or otherwise, in Hong Kong (see e.g., 
Salaff 1981; Chiu and Lee 1997; Lee 1998; Wong 2007; Newendorp 2008; Siu 2009; Chan, E. 2009). Later, 
I decided to include accounts of both genders, as I saw it necessary to explain how men and women relate 
to one another and contribute to social life in Sham Shui Po. 
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only take place because my informants were full-time guardians and were not working. 
The rub was that because they had children, parents were also constantly distracted 
during interviews. Many interviews terminated as the children grew increasingly 
impatient, and in a few cases, the children ran away with my digital voice recorder. So, I 
found the best time for an interview was when children were eating, reading or playing, 
so the parents could freely talk. 
Interviews were semi-structured and lasted from half an hour to three hours. I asked 
general questions related to their upbringing as well as parental practices, so having the 
interviews semi-structured was necessary to give informants the flexibility to share their 
experiences and thoughts. This led to hours of discussion on topics related to the 
struggles of being poor, social life in Hong Kong as well as what it is like to grow up in 
Sham Shui Po. Subsequent interviews were arranged by phone, except for “accidental 
encounters,” which led to informal conversations. I also had a chance to talk to children 
about their lives; this was often during meals, or when I was helping them with 
homework or reading to them.  
I reciprocated my informants’ time by sharing with them my experiences both as a 
“student” and as a “migrant” from Australia. As a quasi-big brother figure, I took 
children to the library, read stories in English, looked over their homework, taught them 
how to solve math problems as well as occasionally paid for their meals and took them 
to watch 3-D movies. I also wrote letters to the government, lent a hand with cleaning, 
helped the residents with shifting heavy furniture, moving from one apartment to 
another, carrying groceries as well as hearing parents’ everyday concerns, and also 
lending money to them—especially when nobody else was around to do so. I have been 
deliberate in abstaining from the practice of indulging my informants with gifts as it only 
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contributes to an unbalanced relationship I did not wish to create. I did buy breakfast or 
hand out bottled water on hot summer days and found that returning photos was a 
good excuse to meet-up for another interview.21 
Limitations and ethical concerns 
The first and major limitation of doing urban research was an issue of access. The 
problem was, since I was only able to live at one place during the period of research and 
many of my meetings were pre-scheduled appointments, “fieldwork” was arranged and 
fit into our schedules rather than being continuous full-time participant observation. 
Second, given the difficulties of meeting individuals, and the conflicts and strained 
relationships between individuals and their families, such as divorce, it was not always 
favourable or feasible to meet the entire family.22 The result of this was that I spent a 
disproportionate of my time talking to either unemployed residents—namely 
parents—retired people, single people and those who owned and operated small family 
businesses. This study would have benefited if I had been able to meet more “working 
poor” and interview families cross-generationally to understand more fully the family 
dynamics and the family’s reactions to poverty, both in and out of Sham Shui Po and 
across time.  
                                                 
21  I also adopted the technique of redistributing developed photos (see Liu & Cheung 1998: 228). This 
is an especially meaningful deed as we are now in an age where people use digital media, but not 
everybody, at least at my field-site, has computer access or access to the Internet; moreover, quite often 
people who are not familiar with digital technology never get a chance to see their photos again, and 
developing photos costs money, which they don’t have to spare. 
22 The data in this study show there is clearly a relationship between divorce and poverty in Hong 
Kong. Given the increased time that people in Hong Kong are expected to spend at work, and that 
urbanites living in post-industrial society are highly individualised, it is not surprising that the rate of 
divorce in Hong Kong has been increasing. Since the financial tsunami in 2008, there has been over a ten 
percent increase in the number of couples seeking divorce or separations (B. Siu 2008). A consequence of 
divorce is jobless, single mothers, and to a lesser extent single-parent fathers. In the case of divorce in 
Hong Kong, like elsewhere, it further limits common resources or shared resources in households. Other 
than the decline of economic resources, McLanahan & Sandefur (1994) wrote that another change faced 
by single parents is the denial of privileges to shared networks. Networks, such as, extended family and 
the friendships of the non-custodial parent were important forms of social support for parents as well as 
their children (Corcoran & Adams (1997). 
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Throughout this project, especially during interviews, my informants have privileged me 
with personal, private and sometimes sensitive information. Hence, I have also kept my 
informants interests in mind and declined several requests from both friends and family 
to meet them and observe their living conditions. While my informants are among the 
poorest of Hong Kong’s urban poor and live in a crisis-like ghetto environment, they 
still warrant dignity and respect, and they seldom invite visitors to their homes of their 
own accord. Thus, in respecting their needs for upholding a sense of pride, I also 
declined, on their behalf, visits to their homes. Pseudonyms have replaced the real 
names of my informants throughout this study.  
Organisation of this study 
This study contains six chapters. In the second chapter, I familiarize the reader, who 
may not know the neighbourhood—with the sounds, sights, smells of the 
neighbourhood, in addition to examining the developmental factors that make Sham 
Shui Po the place it is today. In the following three chapters, I examine what it is like to 
live in post-industrial Sham Shui Po. It describes the complexities of what people do, 
think and say about their lives. More specifically, the third chapter explores the everyday 
lives of six poor families; the fourth chapter examines the strategies employed by the 
underprivileged urban residents; the fifth chapter outlines the feelings and attitudes of 
the poor. The concluding chapter summaries how a marginal neighbourhood in 
post-industrial Hong Kong is conceived through the subjective and lived experiences of 
Hong Kong’s urban poor. 
.  





What kind of place is Sham Shui Po? Hong Kong people’s first associations with it are “old 
buildings” [舊樓], “poor people” [窮人] and “chaos” [亂]. The rundown urban landscape as 
well as the people seen on the streets set the tone of the place. Preconceived ideas of 
activities common to Sham Shui Po were often “bad” in the minds of people.  
This chapter answers the often-asked question about anthropological field-sites: What kind 
of place is Sham Shui Po? I begin with a description of the neighbourhood’s place and 
location in Hong Kong. Here, I draw upon my own experiences as a resident and explain 
the sights, noises and smells of the present-day setting. Next, I describe the ambience and 
experience of living in a tong4 lau4. Following this, I take a “developmental perspective” in 
order to understand Sham Shui Po’s place in a rapidly changing society before explicating 
the features of the neighbourhood—in terms of its social, economic and physical structures. 
Finally, I draw on data collected from interviews in discussing what it means for a 
neighbourhood to be separated from the development of the rest of its city and become the 
centre of poverty in Hong Kong. 
Central position yet marginal character  
For those unfamiliar with Sham Shui Po, it is important to understand where it is 
located on the Hong Kong map. Today Sham Shui Po refers to an inner-city district 
situated on the western coast of the Kowloon Peninsula of Hong Kong. The 
place-name Sham Shui Po [深水埗] derives from its historic function as a docking area, 
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and literally translates to “deep water pier” (Fok 2007). Geographically, Sham Shui Po is 
situated at the heart of a rapidly urbanised Hong Kong and occupies the “most central” 
stations on the city’s railway grid—a system that connects Hong Kong with Shenzhen, 
which is in Mainland China. 
Besides being centrally located in Hong Kong, Sham Shui Po, in contrast to gentrified 
and urbanised parts of Hong Kong, is an “identity rich”23 place (Lowenthal 1996). It 
serves as a physical reminder of Hong Kong’s former position as the centre of light 
industries and a place of high social mobility (see MacPherson 1998: 78; C. Chu 2007: 
53). This was because Sham Shui Po was an important industrial zone in Hong Kong in 
the 1950s-1980s. Many textile manufacturers and other light industrial factories set up in 
the area. The neighbourhood was one of the earliest developed districts in Hong Kong. 
By the 1950s and 1960s, it was already a densely populated area with its population 
peaking at 440,000 residents in 1986 (Sham Shui Po District Council website 2011). 
Having witnessed the transformation, long-term resident Mr Lam, 58, who now yells, 
“Cheap pillows, bed-sheets, ridiculously cheap prices, HK$ 20!” on the roadside, said: 
Hong Kong was a worker’s paradise, for those who were willing to work. Before I 
worked three shifts, hopping around three different garment factories… but now I 
am struggling to hold down one job! As the place I work reduced in size, my pay 
packet also became less. As the numbers [of workers] go down, to retain my 
position, I needed to work twice, no three, or four times as hard—I thought about 
what else I could do, but sadly, I am approaching 60, what else can I do, really? I 
should be happy I can still make a living.24  
Some shop windows today continue to display disused sewing machines, remnants of 
Hong Kong light industries, which ended and resulted in massive unemployment. Not 
                                                 
23  Lowenthal (1996) discussed how the past provides a community or individuals with a sense of value, 
meaning, and purpose. Hence, embedded into the fabric of “identity-rich” places, are certain memories 
and, expectations of whom and what one expects to find there. 
24 This refers to the expression “搵兩餐食”. It means to sustain one’s life with the bare minimum of 
two meals per day.  
24 
 
unlike the abandoned sewing machines of the industrial era, there are many 
“abandoned” elderly people in Sham Shui Po; they symbolise all the former residents 
who were not able to use the good, industrial times to improve their lives sufficiently 
enough to move into better residences and better lives. 
In fact, the urban landscape of Sham Shui Po is extremely different from the 
skyscrapers, sports facilities and shopping centres of the new towns built in the 1970s 
and 1980s, the city’s central business areas, as well as its largely gentrified downtown 
neighbour Mong Kok—a popular commercial and shopping district. Sham Shui Po did 
not even have a shopping complex until the mid-1990s, when the Dragon Centre 
opened. Despite the city of Hong Kong having a culture of shopping and consumption 
(Lui 2001; Mathews & Lui 2001), Sham Shui Po is a neighbourhood without shopping 
centres; instead of milling around malls, residents flock to street-markets on the ground 
floors of the tong4 lau4. 
During the day, amongst the non-local Hong Kong Cantonese-accented attendants who 
sell fresh fruit, snacks and produce, the neighbourhood is also a place for computers 
and electronics enthusiasts to gather. Apliu Street, famous for its street markets, sells all 
sorts of old, new and unusual items that are only available, at such bargain prices, in 
Sham Shui Po. There are also cheap eateries that are filled with people. Moreover, there 
are middle-aged and elderly roadside hawkers on the streets. On any given day, roadside 
hawkers flood the streets, selling anything from second-hand shoes to adult videos, 
children’s toys, handbags and watches. Hunched-backed elderly women can also be seen 
in the streets rummaging through trashcans, pushing carts of flattened cardboard, 
newspapers, crushed soft drink cans and other recyclable goods. On certain days, 
middle-aged men can be seen clutching newspapers as they smoke and watch 
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horseracing at the Jockey Club on TV.  
At night, the streets are a very different sight. One can find men of South Asian and 
African descent making negotiations on used air-conditioners, televisions and white 
goods, e.g., washing machines and refrigerators, for their second life abroad. One or two 
storeys above them, pink fluoro-lights show that sex workers have rented rooms for 
their businesses. Meanwhile, for those living in partitioned rooms and cage-homes, 
Sham Shui Po acts as a “back place” region (Goffman 1986: 81) behind Hong Kong’s 
glamorous facade, where residents—adults and children alike—learn about the 
hardships of post-industrial urban life. Hence, once the centre of light manufacturing, 
and geographically central, Sham Shui Po is now a marginal place in post-industrial 
Hong Kong society. 
The story of Sham Shui Po shows that the nature of capitalist development in Hong 
Kong has been all but even. Sham Shui Po’s development reflects what geographer Neil 
Smith (1990) says about capitalist development, which is that it tends to be uneven. It is 
about restructuring geographic space through the intervention of politics and capitalism. 
This means that different space (or more appropriate sites and places) develop at 
different times in different cycles of prosperity and crisis. However, before analysing the 
causal factors behind this “uneven development,” I will discuss what it was like to live in 
a tong4 lau4. 
Living in tong4 lau4 
Having lived in a 50-year old tong4 lau4 in Sham Shui Po for about one year, I draw 
upon my first-hand observations to convey the ambience and experience.  
The entrance to the apartment is via a staircase. The staircase is filled with leftover 
26 
 
belongings nobody claims; there is a risk that cigarette butts tossed onto the steps will 
ignite the bundles of newspapers found on the landings, and rats make their home 
amongst garbage clusters. People often spit on the stairs, and occasionally one can 
notice the pungent scent of urine as one walks up the stairs. At night, navigating the 
stairs is difficult as the lights flicker or do not function at all. Residents tend not to think 
about what they are stepping on, especially when people have left litter, juices oozing 
from it that sully the stairs and exude nasty smells. 
In contrast to Hong Kong’s government public housing, there are no security guards or 
surveillance measures for the tong4 lau4, and the gates to the apartment remain unlocked. 
Inside, residents of the tong4 lau4 are separated, but barely, by lightweight partition 
boards, which even fail to provide visual privacy let alone absorb any noise. Many 
rooms do not have natural means of ventilation and sunlight. In the windowless 
tenement, residents cough on each other’s cigarette smoke, and in the darkness, 
cockroaches crawl around while bedbugs come out for a bite. A resident shared his 
ambivalence about having a window:  
I need to wake up early in the morning—to walk to work, but I rarely get a good 
night’s sleep. Late at night, it’s noisy. In the streets below, men are loading white 
goods onto trucks for shipment. 
Those living in windowless rooms inhale stale, stagnant and stuffy air laden with the 
scent of days gone by. The vinyl flooring is sticky and covered with dust; moreover, the 
walls are fermenting with mould. Summer inside the apartment is unimaginably hot; the 
streets outside are more comfortable. Air-conditioning is something taken for granted 
until one realises this. A local newspaper reported that 38ºC temperatures had been 
recorded in partitioned rooms and that temperatures were expected to rise (Metro: 12). 
Some residents faced economic difficulties in meeting the increased expenditures of 
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water and electricity from taking additional showers and using their fans all day (ibid). I 
regularly saw my neighbour—an unemployed single mother—slouching against the wall, 
looking out the window—asking, “Where can I buy coconut milk to cure my 
headaches?”25 
One of the misfortunes of shared tenancy is the chance of living with those whose 
habits are very different from your own. Words fail to describe the stench of spoilt food 
especially in a room without any form of ventilation. Take Mr Wong’s room as an 
example. His “one meal”—the only dish he eats of Chinese-style preserved pork—is 
perpetually reheated in his rice cooker several times over. Neighbouring children cannot 
help but make a fuss, whining in Cantonese “好臭呀, 好臭呀” (It stinks, it stinks!) as 
they pinch their noses and poke their tongues out at him. Sitting inside his cubicle, the 
old man remains silent. Then a few days later, their mother, a non-Chinese woman from 
the Philippines, Makala tells me the old man took a Chinese butcher’s knife out to scare 
her children. Not knowing that her children were teasing him the previous day in 
Cantonese—to her, a foreign tongue—the mother pointed her finger at and cursed at 
the old man. 
Within the squalor, fifteen people from nine discrete families and different 
cultural/regional backgrounds (Hong Kong, regional Guangdong, Fukien and the 
Philippines) share a single dilapidated apartment. The residents all share communal 
facilities: a small kitchen and a bathroom/toilet. Apart from the residents, there are also 
non-residents that either occupy or visit the apartment. There is a short-tempered 
landlady that comes monthly, banging ferociously on the lightweight partitioned walls 
                                                 
25  Her room was one of the two rooms in our tong4 lau4 apartment with windows. The windows 
afforded a view of the street markets. Although she had the best view, the afternoon sun was so intense 
that it heated her room up much like a stove. 
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demanding rent. The other non-residents are street hawkers, who rent storage space and 
sometimes bring their clients upstairs. Every now and then, social workers visit with a 
group of schoolchildren or with their journalist friends with an intrusive camera crew in 
tow.  
Inside the tong4 lau4, the bathroom door falls off its hinges and the toilet fails to flush. 
Many days go by after the light bulbs have blown, the hot water system is out of order, 
and the showerhead is damaged and remains unfixed. A resident hums, “…the landlady 
doesn’t care about anything... she cares about nothing but the damn rent,” as he tries to 
close the door to his room, but to no avail. It is not surprising then that his neighbour, a 
divorced and remarried father, articulated in a Mainland Chinese variant of Cantonese, 
“I dare not to let anyone know I’m living in such a dump—these wretched conditions. 
It’s degrading to be here. I live next to the toilet and it is awful!” A few partition-rooms 
away, a single mother proclaims,  
It’s been five and half years already. I want a better life for my children. The toilet 
is so dirty, I don’t let my children use it—and now they still don’t know how to use 
a toilet properly!26 They are young and do not know how to sit on the seat. 
Perhaps next month we’ll move out! 
As an older district filled with squalid buildings that await urban renewal, Sham Shui Po 
is populated with a variety of low-income types—among them, single men, the elderly, 
the underemployed and new migrants—all of whom are living in unpleasantly crowded 
conditions in an undesirable part of the city. According to anthropologist Helen Siu 
(2009: 2), the lifestyles of those living in squalid Chinese tenement housing in older 
districts of Kowloon are certainly characteristic of the post-industrial experience of 
urban poverty in Hong Kong. Yet, from the tong4 lau4 described above, it can be noted 
                                                 
26 From observation, I saw that the children used a bucket instead of using the toilet. 
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that men, women and children live out different versions of poverty. More than that, 
the ghetto-like milieu of Sham Shui Po is by no means a desirable place to live; people 
are longing to leave. 
Interestingly though, little is known as to why this inner-city neighbourhood in a now 
prosperous city of Hong Kong became stigmatised. Given its central location, one may 
even wonder how Sham Shui Po became a place associated with poverty.27 To explain 
why, I describe below the social and historical processes that led to the formation of this 
stigmatised neighbourhood in Hong Kong; then I discuss the physical, economic and 
social structural elements that make Sham Shui Po a poor inner-city neighbourhood. 
Geographies of centrality and marginality 
According to Hong Kong historian Carl Smith, in the 1850s, Sham Shui Po, not unlike 
much of southern China, was largely arable land, and was occupied by the Tangs—one 
of the major lineages in Hong Kong (C. Smith 1995: 163).28 However, much of Sham 
Shui Po’s current situation can be seen as the result of the British colonisation of Hong 
Kong. The aftermath of the First Opium War (1838-1842) resulted in the Qing 
government agreeing to turn Hong Kong into a Crown Colony of the British Empire.  
In the Treaty of Nanking, Hong Kong Island, surrounding islands, and the southern 
part of Kowloon Peninsula (all territories south of Sham Shui Po’s Boundary Street), 
were ceded to the British, as shown in Fig 2.1 (Wordie 2007). Then in the 1860s, the 
First Convention of Peking, Article 6, marked the end of the lease of Kowloon, and the 
                                                 
27 This might be surprising for some people in the world, but the urban centres of many countries are 
highly associated with poverty (see e.g., Susser 1982; Wilson 1987; Bourgois 1995).  
28 For a more comprehensive study on the history and development of Sham Shui Po, including 
village composition, land sales and sequential occupation, see C. Smith (1995). 
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southern part of Kowloon Peninsula and Hong Kong Island were formally ceded in 
perpetuity to Britain (C. Smith 1995).  
Under the convention, the territories north of Boundary Street and south of present day 
Shenzhen River, as shown in Figure 2.1, were called the “New Territories.” 
Furthermore, the region lay sandwiched between the then predominantly rural New 
Territories to its north, and the rapidly urbanising City of Kowloon to its south, which 
then became known as “New Kowloon” [新九龍 ]. 29  The implication of such 
geographic configuration was not without social consequences.  
 
Fig 2.1  Lease map indicating the extent of British colonial rule and the coastline as of 1860 
(edited map for clarity; original source, see Empson 1992: 112) 
Sham Shui Po’s unique character—as a poor and stigmatised place—can be understood 
                                                 
29  This frontier region was comprised of present-day Tai Kok Tsui, Sham Shui Po, Cheung Sha Wan, 
Lai Chi Kok and southern Kowloon Tong (Wordie 2007: 134).  
(2) The Setting  31 
 
retrospectively by reviewing the political and social history starting from its colonial 
development. That is, the Convention gave it a new identity by unintentionally turning it 
into a frontier region. The ambiguity of New Kowloon’s ownership meant that British 
authorities met the overlapping boundaries of Chinese territories and British territories 
with a sense of neglect. Alan Smart, whose study is based in Diamond Hill,30 reasons 
that the lack of administration in New Kowloon was a major factor that facilitated the 
transformation of the area from a “suburban agricultural area to a squatter area” (1992: 
73). 
As a border region of juridical neglect, new activities and meanings also emerged. 
Historian Carl Smith, quoting a police inspector in the year 1875, wrote: 
[Sham Shui Po in New Kowloon] is a notorious place for old offenders. There are 
ten gambling house[s] in the village, and there are twenty old offenders there … All 
the robberies committed in British Kowloon31 were by these old offenders and 
their associates gathered there. (C. Smith 1995: 174-175) 
According to historians, the place became synonymous with all kinds of social ills. It 
was notorious for gambling, drug smuggling, untaxed grog, prostitution and 
opium-related activities that took place there (Wordie 2007: 134). Citing the March 12, 
1890 Hong Kong Telegraph, Carl Smith wrote: 
...crowds of a certain section of the community, including women and children go 
in steam launches to Sham-shui-po and pass their Sunday afternoons in filthy 
Chinese dens gambling...teaching a new generation the very worst forms of vice. 
All this took place in spite of the laws of China against gambling. (C. Smith 1995: 
175) 
Furthermore, the boundary also meant a disparity of land prices—land and housing, of 
                                                 
30  I mention this study because the location and demographics of Diamond Hill was somewhat similar 
to Sham Shui Po back in the days when Hong Kong was largely undeveloped, yet their fate turned out to 
be different. 
31 It is shown as “Kowloon” in Fig 2.1. 
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course, being more expensive on the colonial side (see C. Smith 1995). Sham Shui Po 
hence became a stigmatised and bad-mouthed place by those who ran licensed 
businesses areas off Hong Kong Island (ibid). 
Sham Shui Po and the modernisation of Hong Kong 
From around the 1950s until the height of industrialisation in the late 1970s, many 
regions in Hong Kong rapidly developed. As urban areas of Kowloon expanded 
outwards, territory-wide public housing emerged and new towns and shopping malls 
were erected. The transport infrastructure improved; formally, isolated rural sectors 
became more connected to the city, with urbanisation among the villages in Hong Kong 
also taking place (see Potter 1968; R. Watson 1989). Yet, throughout the modernisation 
of Hong Kong, Sham Shui Po, situated at the heart of the city, remained more or less 
stagnant. 
This was in part due to Sham Shui Po’s proximity to the old downtown airport. The old 
Hong Kong international airport, Kai Tak, was operational until 1998. The proximity to 
an airport meant that buildings had to be short, in contrast to the rest of Hong Kong, 
where tall buildings facilitated increased population density. 
Meanwhile, as I have discussed briefly in the introduction, “[u]nlike many areas of the 
city, Sham Shui Po was not specifically targeted by the British colonial authorities for 
redevelopment, nor has it experienced any substantial gentrification over the past few 
decades” (Newendorp 2008: 26). Here, gentrification is not simply a process of poor 
people moving out and rich people moving in. In fact it is not people driven at all, but 
capital driven. In The Urban Frontier, Neil Smith (1996) explains that gentrification 
happens when money moves into a place. Without money, and a high concentration of 
poor, a place is lead to further deterioration, making it more undesirable, like what is 
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observed happening in Sham Shui Po today. 
In hindsight, Sham Shui Po can be best understood in terms of the city’s “uneven 
development” (N. Smith 1990), where constant differentiated development of the 
geographic landscape have brought the neighbourhood into its current central, yet 
marginal position. In other words, politically determined processes and social factors 
have shaped the neighbourhood’s fate making Sham Shui Po a frontier region—a place 
that was neither part of Kowloon, nor the New Territories, but a long neglected 
in-between. According to Neil Smith (1990), the idea of “uneven development” reflects 
the antithesis of commonly held thoughts of perceiving spaces in relation to their 
production.  
Neighbourhood characteristics  
Unlike gentrified places elsewhere in Hong Kong, the post-war tong4 lau4 has survived in 
Sham Shui Po. These dilapidated-looking buildings, and the presence of low-end streets 
stalls around them, as well as an array of specialised community services found in the 
neighbourhood, are essential in maintaining the low-cost economy and lifestyle of this 
marginal neighbourhood in urban Hong Kong. Thus, in order to analyse the historical, 
geographic and political dimensions that led to its formation, and to distinguish what 
makes Sham Shui Po “the centre of poverty in Hong Kong,” we also must examine the 
physical, economic and social aspects of the neighbourhood.  
1. The tong4 lau4 streets 
In terms of the physical setting of Sham Shui Po, tong4 lau4 are a prominent feature of 
the neighbourhood. In the earlier part of the 20th century, these buildings were owned, 
and occupied, by large households who lived together in these 2-3 storey shop-house 
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apartments (Yiu & Ng 2008: 3). The original shop-house was an efficient building 
typology that combined living and working space. 
In post-war Hong Kong, that is, in the 1950s and 1960s, however, tong4 lau4 of six or 
seven floors were built and were owned by multiple people. They were known for being 
low cost and having many residents (Yiu & Ng 2008: 20). Subdividing a tong4 lau4 was a 
common practice in post-war Hong Kong due to an influx of Chinese migrants. Up 
until public housing became widespread at the end of the 20th century, tong4 lau4 were 
the main form of accommodation other than the precariously constructed illegal 
squatter settlements erected on undeveloped land and hillsides (see A. Smart 1992). 
Until the 1980s and 1990s, squatter settlements and rooftop additions were a housing 
option until the government put in place a territory-wide demolition of these (see A. 
Smart 1992; Wu 2009). Because subdivision has been, and still is, a major characteristic 
of housing in Sham Shui Po, next, I discuss why partitioning first occurred. 
Cage-homes, partition rooms, rooftop additions and similar makeshift spaces were a 
product of the early industrial time and an attempt to relieve the sudden and rapid 
population expansion (Blundell 1993). Cage-homes and cocklofts—the size of 
refrigerator boxes—first appeared on the housing market in Hong Kong after the 
Second World War. It was common for singletons, mainly refugees from Mainland 
China, to move to or pass thorough the city with hardly any worldly possessions (S. K. 
Cheung 1996). Low-paid, unskilled migrant labourers (or “coolies”) assumed such kinds 
of residences. Officially termed “bed-space apartments,” a cage-home was no bigger 
than a single bed, and it provided the minimum space needed for a single man; there 
were also cage-homes exclusively for women (see Dorfman 1998). “Partition rooms,” or 
their smaller variants, “cubicle rooms,” which were also a product of subdivision, 
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provided more room than cage-homes and were thought of as “more suitable,” for the 
elderly and poor families. Most partitioned rooms ranged from 40-50sq ft, which in 
terms of actual space, meant they contained nothing more than a wardrobe and bed 
(Fok 2007a: 45). The tradition of subdivision in tong4 lau4 has continued to this day, and 
social workers estimated in 2007 that in Sham Shui Po alone, there were several hundred 
partitioned rooms (ibid).  
Two kinds of people live in the tong4 lau4. The first are owner-residents; these people 
are typically from earlier generations of migrants who bought real estate when it was still 
affordable.32 The second type, who live in subdivided and leased partitioned rooms, 
cage-homes and cocklofts, are tenants, or in many cases, subtenants. These residents do 
not have the funds to buy their own place and have yet to be granted public housing. 
The tong4 lau4 serves primarily as a place of residence, but in some cases, provides 
storage for small businesses stalls and street hawkers. 
The number of people staying in a tong4 lau4 at any one time fluctuates. For instance, 
men with families in the Chinese Mainland often retreat there on holidays for several 
days; or, an increase in the number of people staying in a tong4 lau4 may occur when 
family members from other countries come to visit a resident.  
Most days, life inside the apartment occurs mostly unseen—happening behind closed 
doors, partitioned walls and mesh screens. Overcrowding, cluttered domestic space, 
with largely inadequate shared services, are all part of the experience. Thus, to ensure a 
place in the morning bathroom or evening shower queue, one needs to be timely. Public 
washrooms found in old neighbourhoods also serve as a reminder of the government’s 
                                                 
32  These are mainly the Lou5 hoeung1 gong2 [老香港] who lived through the industrialisation period 
of Hong Kong. 
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attempts to relieve this problem (Wordie 2007: 149). Residents of my tong4 lau4 also 
complained how smelly and dirty the bathroom was, as no one was in charge of cleaning 
it. Other than this, since a majority of the residents are smokers, their cigarette butts 
have melted the plastic toilet seat, causing it to be rough on one’s rear end.  
Threats of fire, risks of break-ins and fear of crimes related to prostitution, street gangs 
and drug abuse all pose potential threat to the health and safety of tong4 lau4 residents. 
One day an elderly man, huffing and puffing as he climbed upstairs, commented to 
me—after he choked on his phlegm, and was unable to spit it out, until he removed his 
false teeth—that seeing newspapers on the stair unnerved him. 
Young man, once I saw a South Asian man toss a cigarette butt [in the stairway], 
and it almost ignited the newspaper bundles [here]…The newspapers belonged to 
the woman upstairs—she collects them. This was already two years ago, but I think 
of this each time I see newspapers. 
It is also widely understood that property owners keep the apartments in such a poor 
state that capitalistic investment still finds it unprofitable to develop a place like Sham 
Shui Po. Hence, whatever the fate of the tong4 lau4 are, for now, the tong4 lau4 streets 
still remain an important physical feature of the lifestyle and experience of living in 
Sham Shui Po.  
2. Street markets and the leftover effects of yesteryears 
In addition to understanding what goes on in its residences, it is also important to 
understand the areas surrounding them. Upon entering the neighbourhood, one will 
immediately notice the “old” tenement buildings and the many marginal businesses and 
hawker stalls. In fact, in Sham Shui Po, apart from the tong4 lau4, another characteristic 
of the neighbourhood is the large number of small family businesses, hawkers and street 
markets. Below, I explore how the street stalls and markets relate to the social and 
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economic structure of the neighbourhood, and in particular, what they mean to the 
residents.  
 
Fig 2.2  Second-hand goods found in the street markets near Apliu Street (2012) 
Hawkers line the streets selling everything from used pots and pans to water jugs to 
hairdryers, shoes, DVDs, books and new torches, pornographic material, magnifying 
glasses and mobile phones. Uncle Kwok, whom we will meet again later, told me as we 
walked past the street markets:  
Each time I move out, I lose “friends.” The friends I talk about are not actual 
people but the books I have accumulated over time. They were cheap but they get 
me through the lonely times. I know we cannot bring everything with us, so they 
return to the street markets from where they first came! 
Because of this large array of second-hand markets, a local scholar has described Sham 
Shui Po as having a “trash economy” (W. Y. Ho 2010). Meanwhile, a researcher who 
has studied African traders in Sham Shui Po told me that her informants told her that 
things are cheap there, much cheaper than the rest of Hong Kong; however, the 
products are generally of inferior quality. 
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Each night the central streets of Sham Shui Po transform into what is probably one of 
the largest yet most scattered flea markets in Hong Kong. This takes place after ten at 
night when the hawker control team, a patrol group working with the government to 
combat unlicensed hawkers, finishes work. Unlicensed hawkers bring their second-hand 
wares (which during the day are either kept in suitcases or wrapped in plastic in the 
backstreet alleyways), and thereby facilitate an informal, low-cost neighbourhood 
economy; it is a place where one goes to discover what cheap and useful bargains are 
available. On public holidays and especially during the Chinese New Year holiday, when 
the hawker control team take a few consecutive days off, the streets are so cluttered, one 
is barely left any room to walk. “No day in the year is as busy as New Year’s in Sham 
Shui Po!” declared a hawker. 
The street markets and informal hawking businesses are the lifeblood of the poor 
community. A small business owner, Mrs Yu, told my research assistant, Pokey, and me 
to wear old clothes as her workshop was dirty. When we went to visit her, she shared, 
“Rats roam around at the back, and one day I threw some naphthalene mothballs [there]. 
Then I heard the crushing sounds of them biting and then rats dropped to the ground 
one by one!” Despite such working conditions, Mrs Yu stated, “It’s about being 
economical... passing the money saved directly to the customer...” She emphasised, “We 
make our own business cards too... Used scrap bits of cardboard were collected and cut 
into a rectangular shape about the right size,’ and then our contacts details are imprinted 
on it with a rubber stamp.” It is not surprising that these informal business owners have 
their own way to promote their business without spending much. 
As we can see, Sham Shui Po offers a peculiar “low-cost” social space for businesses to 
operate in Hong Kong. Its street market activities reflect two things: the high mobility 
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of the Hong Kong residents, as old items and articles are usually tossed out after 
relocation, as well as the highly consumerist nature of Hong Kong society, which results 
in a large surplus of second-hand goods that the hawkers sell. Moreover, Sham Shui Po 
has developed into a centre of “leftovers,” wherein second-hand items are redistributed 
to the poor in a way that has led to a low-cost neighbourhood economy. So, what are 
the relations between the Sham Shui Po residents and this low-cost economy? And how 
does such an economy benefit the poor, yet at the same time restrict their mobility?   
3. Low-cost economy and residents 
As I have discussed, the stalls and markets activate a low-cost neighbourhood economy, 
which is beneficial to the residents’ lives in the city. In other words, the “road-side 
businesses” and their cheap goods help make life possible for a neighbourhood 
population that includes many who are elderly, underemployed or unemployable. 
 
Fig 2.3  A $2 discount variety store, found throughout Sham Shui Po (2012) 
To give an example, in Sham Shui Po there are a number of discount variety shops (see 
Fig 2.3). I have spotted at least five HK$ 2 shops, and there are many others like it. 
They sell all sorts of everyday items, including knives, forks, chopsticks, kitchen and 
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bathroom accessories, rubber gloves, screwdrivers, padlocks, toys and so forth. As I 
have paid particular attention to how parents raise children in a marginal 
neighbourhood, I noticed how one of my informants went there to buy a bubble blower 
for her son, which he played with all morning and afternoon; another of my informants 
purchased a seven-piece Chinese puzzle (called a tangram) for his preschool-aged son.  
Other than buying everyday goods, purchasing food is a daily consideration. Each day in 
the local eateries, people consume the cheapest foods available in Hong Kong. Every 
now and then, I spot primary schoolchildren, counting coins to see if they have enough 
to buy tsoeng4 fan2 [腸粉], a type of Chinese rice noodle roll for breakfast; which costs 
$5 a serving. They are among the cheapest and most widely consumed food available 
along with soya milk, which is HK$ 5 a cup, fried noodles ($HK 7) and spicy fish balls 
(HK$ 6).33 This means that branded fast-food chain restaurants like Cafe de Coral, 
McDonalds and KFC are considered “special,” being five or six times more expensive.  
“The Kitchen”34 is a frequently visited eatery adjacent to where I lived. It was common 
to find old and middle-aged men, those who are often found wandering in the street 
markets, sharing a table with strangers, a widespread custom known as daap8 toi4 [搭枱] 
or table sharing. In an eatery where the decor was unadorned and unattractive to the 
outsider, men ate steamed chicken feet and dried mushroom rice, rice porridge (congee), 
                                                 
33  In June 2012, I carried out some additional observations and interviews on local businesses. It 
included meeting owners and customers. Supplementing it with the narratives I collected earlier, many 
owners revealed how they too were once poorer. Because of this experience, their mentality is not to 
become rich, but to help provide a stable livelihood for those who find it tough making ends meet in 
Hong Kong. They claim their business practices are different from most business practices. Rather than 
being profit orientated, the common point is that they are customer orientated, in terms of price and 
services.  
34  “The Kitchen” is an alias for one of the many popular low-cost eateries in central Sham Shui Po 
where working-class residents eat. Its conditions may deter those who are not familiar with such 
environments. For example, my research assistant remarked on the lack of hygiene and refused to eat at 
such places.  
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or wanton noodle soup—all for about HK$ 20, as they sipped their tea. For hours, they 
sat and nibbled on chicken feet, sipping tea, temporarily away from the solitude of 
unemployment. Besides eating inside, there are also tables outside catering to the large 
number of smokers. In either case, in the friendly and informal atmosphere, these 
working-class men spoke loudly and proudly to anybody who was willing to join in the 
conversation about their past adventures at sea, with women or whatever it was that 
caught their fancy. Not everybody, however, can afford to eat out; for the very poor, it 
was considered a luxury. Home-cooked meals, if available, sufficed. 
Although I realised food was generally much cheaper in Sham Shui Po than elsewhere in 
Hong Kong, I did not realise how important the local street economy was to its 
residents, until I babysat one of my informant’s son. One day during summer, I took 
him out of Sham Shui Po to watch a 3-D movie. When we went out to have lunch 
afterwards, he initially wanted to try sizzling hotplate—to him, an exotic dish—but 
hesitated after seeing the price tag. I decided to treat him, and the next time I saw him, 
upon receiving the photos I developed, Alex, 13, exclaimed, “Dad, look, look, we ate 
sizzling hotplate; it was so expensive. Chris paid. It was $ 50!” His father rebuked, “It 
really isn’t. You’re just not used to eating out. The food in Sham Shui Po is cheaper, 
much cheaper than outside [the neighbourhood].” 
From these above examples we can see how Sham Shui Po’s low-cost economy targets a 
certain segment of Hong Kong’s underprivileged population. In fact, the cheap local 
tong4 lau4 street economy is such a vital part of the residents’ everyday lives that even a 
new shopping centre—the Dragon Centre—failed to have a great impact on the 
residents’ economically driven consumption patterns. Rather the markets are both the 
lifeblood and subsistence of Sham Shui Po. A resident voiced, “Nowhere in Hong Kong 
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are there as many street markets as Sham Shui Po. That is why it’s the ideal place for the 
poor!” Another resident stated, “We survive on HK$ 20 a day—the markets are 
convenient and cheap!” 
Because of the economic constraints that many residents face, living in poverty in a rich 
city, Sham Shui Po residents usually cannot wander too far beyond the neighbourhood. 
The Chinese saying “一出門就要洗錢” (Once you go outdoors, you are bound to 
spend money) distils the idea that economic constraints restrict mobility. Hence, being 
geographically bound or worse still physical immobile, is a consequence of poverty. The 
underprivileged residents of Sham Shui Po seldom have the chance to leave their 
neighbourhood, and the corollary is that they are unable to participate in many facets of 
social life. Not only is transport fare is a burden, but food prices, and above all, housing, 
are not easily affordable for people in the lower echelons of society. It makes the poor 
unable to adapt to a higher cost of living in other districts in Hong Kong. Thus, being 
poor means one is locally orientated, and hence an important feature of the 
neighbourhood is its low-cost economy because many residents of a “poor 
neighbourhood” are dependent on it. They have no other choice. 
4. Community service agencies  
Apart from the low-cost economy, the clustering of community service organizations in 
the area also reflects the high concentration of the poor in Sham Shui Po.35 A number 
of community service centres in Sham Shui Po offer countless goods and services, 
which are available at either free or at reduced prices. They include migrant adaptation 
assistance, tutorial classes run by social workers and volunteers, food rations, blankets, 
fans and so forth. These resources, under whatever conditions they appear, however, are 
                                                 
35 For a complete list of welfare services, see Appendix 3. 
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of particular importance to the lives of the urban poor. For example, from talking to a 
social worker at the centre, she remarked that parents brought their children to the 
tutorial centres despite the poor conditions of the centres. 
Parents say even if the [community] centre is noisy and isn’t attractive—that it 
needs maintenance work—and that there are many better [looking] places around, 
that they will still bring their children here as the atmosphere is casual and feels 
much like home.  
Although such social service centres may be unknown to those unfamiliar with the 
neighbourhood, the role and work of social workers in a poor neighbourhood like Sham 
Shui Po should not be underestimated. These social workers play a crucial role, for it is 
through their efforts that greater awareness and media attention about the social plights 
of the area are gained. Their work has not only resulted in many donations being 
channelled into the area, but it has also made poverty in Hong Kong a widely known 
phenomenon. In fact, more than any other place in Hong Kong, Sham Shui Po is a 
social space for the marginalised to gather, and is also synonymous with urban poverty. 
This is reflected in the clustering of many charities, neighbourhood associations, 
community centres and social services agencies which operate in the area. Many of them 
were once operated by religious organisations and have now become NGOs.  
Sham Shui Po as a unique setting 
Sham Shui Po and its unique social and cultural context have been a product of what 
Neil Smith (1990) refers to as “uneven development.” From Smith’s theory, we come to 
understand that the process of uneven development is carried out unintentionally. In 
relation to this study, first, I discussed the emergence of New Kowloon, and how 
political and then social and economic factors have shaped its social character and 
development. I discussed how cage-homes, partitioned rooms and rooftop shelters 
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emerged to meet the demand for housing. Amidst the modernisation and urbanisation, 
Sham Shui Po was the heart of manufacturing up until the 1980s, and since then it has 
remained as a place caught in-between with a high presence of “old” buildings and 
“poor” people.  
Social mobility was once socially and physically apparent in Hong Kong. As Sham Shui 
Po has been a poor person’s community for as long as anybody can remember, it is not 
surprising that the neighbourhood was once a place of high mobility. Often when I 
talked to “outsiders,” such as non-Sham Shui Po residents about my research, among 
the recurring remarks I received were, “We used to live there” or “I have fought hard 
and I’ve made it out of poverty... and the neighbourhood.” Nowadays, Sham Shui Po 
facilitates a low-cost lifestyle in the heart of urban Hong Kong, making it the subaltern 
product of Hong Kong’s advanced capitalist system. 
Today, the neighbourhood of Sham Shui Po can thus be conceived as a marginal space 
to the mainstream capitalistic market system. It is the residual effect of political and 
economic institutions, the result of which is a disproportionate concentration of Hong 
Kong’s most disadvantaged reside in Sham Shui Po. In other words, the old tenement 
blocks, street markets and other services are beneficial to those who have been 
marginalised by institutional policies of society. Simply said, the presence of certain 
people reflects how Sham Shui Po is a kind of “leftover” place; all of these factors have 
effects on how residents and non-residents alike feel, think and react to the marginal 
neighbourhood. Hence, for a number of reasons—historical, political, economic, 
physical, social and cultural—Sham Shui Po is what I refer to as “the symbolic and 
cultural centre of poverty in Hong Kong.” 
This chapter described the physical setting and the demographic composition of Sham 
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Shui Po. Given Hong Kong standards, the neighbourhood is both an undesirable and 
rundown place; the image of the place and certain perceptions of Hong Kong people 
are unanimous—the poor live and belong in the neighbourhood. Hence, the marginal 
neighbourhood has become a place symbolic of urban poverty in Hong Kong.  
In the next chapter, I explore the lives of the underprivileged urban residents who 
remain, for the most part of their lives, hidden from mainstream society. Who are they? 
How do they respond and react to the changing society? Only by contextualising the 
nuanced and scripted lives of these “poor” residents in a poor neighbourhood, such as 
Sham Shui Po, can we properly understand their lived experiences of poverty. 
 
 




SIX POOR FAMILIES  
Poverty in Hong Kong is just like poverty around the world, it is different in every place; 
and no one’s circumstance is ever quite the same. As much of what goes on in their lives 
remains oblivious to the outside world, so in this chapter I present a series of extended 
cases studies to examine the lives of six poor but very different Hong Kong families. As 
Bott (1971) claimed, understanding the family arrangement, daily life and networks of 
individuals are especially important to situate the lives of people in their own context. 
From learning about the circumstances and daily life of families in a marginal 
neighbourhood, we can understand why certain people feel socially marginalised, and 
this in turn causes them to remain hidden from mainstream society. 
Introducing six Sham Shui Po families36  
In this chapter, I present six cases to illustrate how different families live out their 
everyday lives in Sham Shui Po. They include: (1) an earlier generation Chinese migrant; 
(2) a divorced Mainland welfare mother; (3) an elderly Hong Kong man; (4) a remarried 
Hong Kong father; (5) a low-income Hong Kong father; and (6) a Filipina 
single-mother seeking asylum. How I selected these people was not unbiased; instead, I 
have chosen them in terms of personal traits, family situations and differences in 
livelihoods. Here, my intention is not to compare differences, but instead I aim to 
inform the reader of the diversity of situations and predicaments that residents face. 
                                                 
36  The narratives in the following pages are the versions my informants presented. 
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While some specifically inform us about how parents take care of their children, others 
describe how the unemployed spend their time, while others explain the role of 
extended family. Yet, when read in unison, the following cases give us a glimpse of the 
variations and pluralistic nature of “urban pathways” (Finnegan 1989), and that being 
associated with Sham Shui Po does not necessarily translate into a single classifiable 
“type” of person, but many.  
Case 1: Uncle Leung—An earlier generation Chinese migrant 
Uncle Leung’s life tells us how the changing economic and political environment has 
affected his situation. Living in an inhospitable environment and with a lack of 
transferable expertise and skills—he has a primary school education from the 
Mainland—he feels much poorer.  
When I first met him, in 2009, it was apparent that Uncle Leung, 47, works outdoors. 
This can be assumed from his sun-tanned skin and the smell of his body odour. As a 
Lou5 hoeung1 gong2 [老香港], Uncle Leung arrived from a nearby town in rural 
Mainland China in the 1980s not long after a brawl at home. In his first decade in Hong 
Kong, he made a lot of money trading smuggled antiques. After a period of stagnant 
growth, however, he switched to construction work. “Now my life is considerably 
poorer,” he repeatedly said. 
Even the dogs at my home [village] live a better life... We’re much better off in the 
Mainland. We have a big house! Here, we need to leave the lights on [during 
summer] to prevent the bedbugs from coming out at night and interrupting my 
sleep! This place is really awful [惡劣]. 
He used to live in a substantially more spacious apartment in Sheung Wan, an old 
neighbourhood where antiques are traded. Now Uncle Leung lives in Sham Shui Po, 
although he does not like to admit it, as I will discuss below. One day, when I was 
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talking to him about the prospect of working in Hong Kong, Uncle Leung suggested I 
look for work online, he said, “If I had some knowledge of computers and spoke some 
English, my life would be easier in Hong Kong.” Uncle Leung says with regret, “I’m 
hiding in Hong Kong.” He, like most Chinese of his age and background, considers 
“face” to be important and confided in me his embarrassment and fear of being “poor.” 
He does not want to be poor; however, because of his shady past, he does not feel he 
has a home to return to in the Mainland. 
Once when social workers asked if he had applied for public housing, he remarked, “I 
got an offer, but it was all the way in Tin Shui Wai,37 and that’s too far... transport is too 
expensive!” After the social worker left, he whispered to me—in words echoing Alan 
Smart’s (1992) squatter-dwelling informants: “We moved here hoping to get public 
housing.” His job as a construction worker requires him to remain mobile, while his 
wife can walk to work in Sham Shui Po. His wife apparently works indoors, in an 
air-conditioned room, but for much longer hours than he does. He was embarrassed to 
tell me exactly what she was doing. Their children live in the Mainland. “They don’t like 
Hong Kong,” he exclaimed. “My daughter was born in Hong Kong, but raised in the 
Mainland by her aunty—my sister.” Later he advised, “My children... they don’t behave 
and did not do well at school, but I don’t care, as I know they’ll be fine. I have friends at 
home. They will take care of them...” 
During the weekday, Uncle Leung returns home around 5 pm or so. By the time he 
returns, he has already bought food. As he does not have a refrigerator, he buys fresh 
food each day. After he takes a shower, he prepares dinner. Then he smokes a cigarette 
or two while he plays cards and watches the news on television as he waits for his wife 
                                                 
37 Tin Shui Wai is a New Town built on the periphery of the city. 
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to return. Meanwhile his neighbours’ children (see Case 6) run into his room and make 
his room an extension of their play space—jumping around on his bunk bed. Uncle 
Leung sighed:  
I really pity them. The younger one still isn’t in school yet. Their father is hopeless. 
He doesn’t care for them! I think they like the air-con, as it doesn’t work in their 
room... and the landlady won’t come and fix it... I try to do something for them. I 
give them some food, and let them play in my room... until my wife returns, and 
then we have dinner. 
The couple eats dinner together on a mah-jong38 sized table in their windowless 
partitioned room with an area no larger than two single beds placed one beside another. 
In the evening, he usually sits in his partitioned room smoking and watching the news 
on television after dinner. On Wednesdays nights and Saturday afternoons, he coughs 
on his cigarette smoke as he listens to horseracing on the radio. Usually, Uncle Leung 
and his wife converse loudly in a tongue other than Cantonese so I cannot understand 
them. But once I did. They argued whether they should give money to their neighbour 
(Makala, see Case 6) or not. Knowing their neighbour cannot pay them back, Uncle 
Leung’s wife cannot understand why the neighbour cannot save money, but Uncle 
Leung said, “[Makala] only lives off a few thousand each month. How is that enough to 
support a family of three?” 
Uncle Leung’s life is representative of an old Chinese migrant father. While his children 
are in the Chinese Mainland, a place where he considers returning to once he retires, he 
is also waiting for public housing in Hong Kong. So, he remains caught between two 
worlds: going back “home” and finding a place to settle in Hong Kong. Also, because 
he is male, the fact that he is not making as much money as he was before affects his 
                                                 
38 Pronounced in Cantonese as maa4 zoeng3 麻將. It refers to a Chinese tile matching game played by 
four players on a square table. 
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image and “face” in Chinese society. Next, I will explore what is it like to be on welfare 
and a divorced Mainland Chinese migrant mother—a category more commonly 
associated with the neighbourhood.  
Case 2: Ms Tang Yuk-yip—A Mainland welfare mother 
Ms Tang is from Guangzhou and came to Hong Kong in 1999 to reunite with her 
husband. This was when her son was six years old. Not long after, she discovered her 
husband’s inability to look after the family and the couple divorced. After her divorce, 
she did not have family here to rely on. First, she rented a partitioned room and engaged 
in part-time work before her health deteriorated. Walking up the many flights of stairs 
was too exhausting, so social workers helped her apply for public housing and welfare. 
Her marital status, health and a lack of knowledge made her an unfavourable candidate 
in Hong Kong’s competitive job market, so Ms Tang and her son now live in public 
housing in Sham Shui Po and they are on social welfare.  
Due to the structural changes in post-colonial Hong Kong, “newly arrived people” like 
Ms Tang were able to leave the Mainland to reunite with family members in Hong Kong; 
however, the worsening economic climate and lack of suitable employment 
opportunities, makes many people disapprove of these newcomers. 39  Generally, 
stigmatization towards the newly arrived include comments such as, “懶, 無希望, 無
用” (They’re lazy, hopeless or incapable.) and “對社會無貢獻”(They’re doing society 
no good.), but this is far from the case. As advised by the social workers, Ms Tang’s 
primary role as a single mother is to “take good care of her children,” and that is why 
she does not work and has assumed the role of full-time guardian. 
                                                 
39  Various scholars have discussed Mainland migrant mothers in Hong Kong in detail (see, e.g., H. Siu 
2009; Newendorp 2008). 
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Indebted to the workers and grateful for the friendly assistance she received when she 
first arrived in Hong Kong, Ms Tang is now among the most avid of volunteers I met in 
the community centre;. in fact, her efforts to help contradict the popular image of the 
lazy Mainland mother. She remembers the words of a social worker: 
We help you and one day we hope you will help those in need, too! It’s important 
that we all do out bit to help... then the centre will grow strong and flourish, and 
also procure greater resources to help more people! 
As a volunteer par excellence, she goes out with social workers one or two evenings per 
week to visit people living in partitioned rooms—not unlike where she used to live, and 
provides them with information on how to apply for benefits. Ms Tang also helps 
parents who work during the day mind their underage children. 
As you know, my health is not very good; I cannot engage in full-time work. Being 
a volunteer, my hours are flexible; I can go if I want to and if I’m not well, I’ll call 
in to say I’m not coming... By joining as a volunteer, I get to do something when 
my son, Thomas, is at school. I do voluntary work.40 
Because of volunteer work, I’ve met other people. We call each other up to talk 
and go to the park nearby to do exercise. I also get benefits for volunteering like 
free tickets to Ocean Park, medical vouchers to see the acupuncturist and so forth.  
Her teenage son interrupts and groans, “Mum goes to the centre because she doesn’t 
work. She’ll be ‘bored to death’ [悶死] if she’s at home all day long!” But being 
unemployed and on welfare, her disposable income is limited, so she regularly visits the 
community centre. As well as volunteering, she also takes part in the community 
centre’s free computer classes. Although Ms Tang is sick, she can walk, but she takes 
her time. A trip is about 30 minutes. She resists paying HK$ 3 for the bus, that is, 
HK$ 6 for a return trip—money that could be spent on food. Moreover, she visits the 
market at the end of the day to buy discounted food, she says. Her homemade meals are 
                                                 
40  In Chinese, a literal translation of volunteer work is “meaningful work” (ji6 gong1 義工). 
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all but appetizing; and I suspect that is why her son is bony. She knows Thomas, 16, 
prefers to eat out with high school classmates, but she cannot afford to let him do that 
regularly. Ms Tang said: 
I let my son eat out with friends, but I, myself, can’t eat fast-food, as my health is 
not good. I must eat plain stuff like rice, vegetables, fish or soup... Eating out is not 
only expensive and oily, but it’s not very clean either. 
Difficult circumstances means they do not waste food. From their dietary patterns, the 
child always gets the best nutrients from the limited available food. All freshly cooked 
food goes to her son, while the mother eats the leftovers. 
Generally, migrants are understandably worse off than locals because they do not have 
the cultural background and necessary qualifications to get ahead in their host society, in 
this case, Hong Kong. Ms Tang’s habits—locating cheap food as well as engaging in 
voluntary work—give a glimpse of what it is like being as a poor unemployed mother 
without an extended family nearby, but what is her complete opposite like? The next 
three cases will shed some light on different variations of what it means to be married, 
“local” and living among family in Hong Kong, yet poor and marginalised. 
Case 3: Uncle Mok—An elderly Hong Kong man 
Born in Hong Kong (a Hoeung1 gong2 jan4 香港人), the 65-year-old Uncle Mok was a 
father of three. He grew up in a time of great change. He was one of the elder brothers 
of seven children. Opportunities in life, specifically among siblings, at the time were not 
only a factor of gender but also of birth order, as my informant shared with me: 
Our family was poor and there were seven kids, so I had little education and did 
various odd jobs to contribute to the family budget. I didn’t receive much 
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schooling, just buk7 buk7 dzsai1 卜卜斋41 for a few years, reading ancient Chinese 
texts. In today’s day and age, I feel so out-dated! My youngest brother was lucky. 
He not only got to study in Hong Kong, but we saved up to send him overseas. Of 
course, he worked hard to get good grades. As he was very good at maths, he 
ended up tutoring his Canadian classmates in order to fund his schooling. 
Afterwards, he didn’t come back. He decided to settle in Canada and become an 
accountant. 
The retired father of three confined in me, with great regret and misunderstanding, why 
he had worked long hours to provide for his young family but had failed to develop a 
good relationship with his children. At 65, he laments: 
I grew up in a poor family, married late—in my mid-40s. When my children were 
young, we were under considerable pressure. I was busily working to pay off an 
apartment, so we didn’t spend much time together. Now my children have grown 
up and we’ve nothing in common to talk about... It makes me angry when they 
aren’t interested in developing a relationship with me after all I did for them. 
Even though he is local, from Hong Kong, times have changed immensely, and he 
failed to build a relationship with his family, who felt socially detached from him. 
Although he is proud that his three young adult children were either still in school or 
busy with their early career and related commitments, what bothered him was that he 
lacked the confidence in himself to relate to his children on a personal level, even when 
he lives in the same house with them.  
Maybe it is because I’m much older and they are sick of hearing me talk of the 
classics, what I learned from buk7 buk7 dzsai1… Each time I want to talk to my 
son, I am told off, and this aggravates me. “You should go to the park and talk to 
the old men there,” he suggests, so I feel there is no place for me at home. After 
dinner, I walk around the neighbourhood alone...  
Apart from being ashamed of himself—mainly because of being undereducated and 
outdated, his age was also a factor. He was 65. He had grown up in a time when 
children had shown great respect to their parents and had listened to them. This made 
                                                 
41 This was a traditional private schooling system found in Guangdong Province. 
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it very difficult for him to be close to his children. At his funeral—the only time I met 
his family—his daughter, Sandra, in her 20s, queried, “Isn’t there a generation gap? 
How did you get along with my father?”  
At times, Uncle Mok’s actions were misunderstood, but I seemed to understand why he 
walked three streets to catch a bus home, rather than only walk down two. Once he 
even dragged me into the Hong Kong Jockey Club—not to teach me to bet, but enjoy 
the comfort of free air-conditioning and to tell me how clean and comfortable a place it 
was, that is, compared to the dirty, old streets of Sham Shui Po. The simple fact was that 
he was lonely and had lots of time to walk and wait for buses. More importantly, he had 
a free bus pass, being a former bus driver before being diagnosed with heart problems, 
which led to his retirement a few years ago. At his funeral, his relatives mentioned how 
Uncle Mok made good use of his free bus pass but never left Hong Kong to go for an 
overseas holiday, as he would have liked. This is why he would walk around the 
neighbourhood in a lackadaisical manner, day in, day out, and look for people to talk to 
in the streets. It is also a reason why he and other middle-aged and elderly men would 
sit around and have a yum-cha42 [飲茶] brunch, which would last for hours at the cheap 
local eatery, the Kitchen. “I’m poor, I live in a poor neighbourhood, and I no longer 
work.” 
Uncle Mok’s life gives us an idea of how familial relationships made him re-evaluate his 
position in society. He told me how living in a marginal neighbourhood is a sign of 
being poor. He was constantly trying to improve himself, by asking me if he had 
pronounced certain English words correctly. He kept saying he is “useless” [無用], as 
                                                 
42 A literal translation of yum-cha (or jam2 caa4) is “drinking tea.” This expression refers to a Chinese 
style morning tea. 
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his skills and knowledge failed to fit in with the rapid pace of social change; this 
somehow reflects how he felt after he retired. Unlike Uncle Mok, whose children were 
grown, the father in the next case I will discuss has young and dependent children. 
Case 4: Uncle Kwok—A remarried Hong Kong father 
When I met him in 2010, I assumed he had only a few shirts, as he wore the same “old” 
yellow polo T-shirt with a large hole near the shoulder area almost every time we met. 
Uncle Kwok, 57, grew up in Sham Shui Po, and ironically worked in the textile industry, 
making clothes. He saved up money to study at night school. He moved out after he 
married and bought some property in Hong Kong. He was doing quite well financially, 
and it seemed everything was going well; he even went overseas (to Nigeria) as a 
bookkeeper for a few years. He made a decent salary, but when he returned, his life 
drastically changed. He went through a divorce in the first year, and then lived through 
the 1997 financial crisis. He lost hope and this lead to his early retirement. These sudden 
changes caused him to lose confidence in his ability to readapt to life in Hong Kong, so 
he forfeited his mortgaged apartments and then retreated to his mother’s apartment, 
where he still lives, along with her, in Sham Shui Po. He conceitedly tells me how for 
many years, he outsmarted the debt-collectors saying, “‘The man you’re looking for is in 
the Mainland, I’m his brother...’ and without a photo, the agents didn’t know the 
difference.” 
After moving back, Uncle Kwok has since remarried and had a young child, and all of 
them share a small room in an older-style public housing estate. Living with family has 
placed additional emotional strains on the household, as family members vie to protect 
what limited space they share. Besides facing problems with affordable housing, a major 
problem for the underprivileged urban residents and many of the families I met was that 
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they struggled to feel “at home.” Although he prefers that his six-year-old bring his 
friends home, so that he knows with whom his child is mingling, unfortunately the 
child’s grandmother is paranoid about having strangers in her home.43 According to 
Uncle Kwok, his mother, now in her 90s, makes visitors feel so unwelcomed that they 
dare not come a second time. 
It’s hard to live with her. Mum thinks she’s the head of the household, and because 
of this, she has a particular way of doing things. She sets the rules and is bossy. 
When she doesn’t like company, she expects that we also don’t like it. This is very 
hard, especially when my son can go to visit his friend’s home, and it’s natural for 
friends those want to visit his home, too... 
A lack of agreement on how shared space is used caused tension in the household. He 
seldom at out and was constantly looking for a variety of new experiences for his 
six-year old. So each time we met, he would excuse himself by declaring:  
I haven’t tried the food here before [even after living in Sham Shui Po for quite 
some time], so I’m not sure what it’s like… But this place seems like a popular 
place and the prices are reasonable. Should we go and try?... My lad likes trying 
new things! 
The father always ordered something different for his son. This approach was like a 
mini-taste–testing buffet, effectively allowing his son to try different foods and different 
flavours, similar to what Sidney Cheung calls Hong Kong people’s “freedom of choice” 
(2002: 110). 
Perhaps because he is older and more experienced with life, as well as growing up a 
loner as a child, Uncle Kwok always found ways to entertain himself. Uncle Kwok 
understood that mistakes and participation are an integral part of the learning process.  
                                                 
43 This idea of allowing friends to visit was consistent with other families I met. Another father 
mentioned how if his children did not bring their friends home, they did not run the risk of breaking 
other’s property. 
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There is no need to send him to the expensive tutorials that parents can barely 
afford. Tutorial classes aren’t cheap! For goodness sake, the kid’s a first grader. 
Isn’t growing up is about making mistakes? So, I let him do his own homework by 
himself. I think tutorial centres take the initiative out of learning. If the kid can 
spend a few extra minutes looking over his homework himself, and discover his 
own mistakes, that is where all the learning takes place. When other parents tell me 
about tutorials, I reply my kid is doing fine at school without it, so why does he 
need tutorials? 
He suggested giving a child space to grow and room to learn, that learning should be a 
slowed-down process. Therefore, instead of taking his child to tutorial classes, which are 
expensive, after school he goes to the park instead to let his son sweat a little before 
going home. 
Don’t parents think about it before bringing the child home? The six-year-old has 
been sitting in a classroom for endless hours and even if he wants to go home, he 
probably has lots of energy and cannot sit still. To think about it, how big are 
Hong Kong homes anyway? There is no room or space to have an active kid at 
home!  
During the day, when his son is at school, he is a volunteer in a Sham Shui Po-based 
centre for handicapped children. Uncle Kwok’s case is an example of a retired father, 
faced with uncertain economic prospects late in life. He became suddenly “homeless,”44 
with little earning capacity, but has plenty of free time, which he devotes to charity work 
and taking good care of his child. Then what is social life like for a working yet 
low-income father? Patrick Lau is an example of such. 
Case 5: Patrick Lau—A low-income Hong Kong father 
Patrick, 45, is a local from Hong Kong, who grew up in Sham Shui Po. Like Uncle 
Kwok, he too was involved in factory work, but later studied at the college–level, but he 
                                                 
44 They are, however, not “homeless” in the way we commonly label those we find sleeping on the 
streets. Needless to say, it is difficult to understand the lives of these unsheltered individuals, especially if 
they wish not be found (Adkins 2010: 220). The residents I identified as “homeless” they do not live on 
the streets, but because of their economic situation, owe more than they can possibly ever repay, and 
hence dwell in insecurely crowded conditions. 
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did not graduate. He decided to start his own business instead, but failed, and later 
joined his friend in the Mainland as a consultant. However, a few years ago, problems 
arose at home in his absence. When I met him in 2010, he was contemplating a divorce. 
He said his wife has not been fulfilling her role and he wanted to take better care of his 
children, but once he did, he also lost his ability to conform to the socially acceptable 
notion of the “breadwinner” of the family.  
I always want to provide the best for my children, but now money is a big 
problem. I’m in my mid-40s—at the end of my career, and I can barely make 
enough to sustain my living. My part-time income of HK$ 7000-8000 a month is 
not enough to look after a family. I would like more time and more money to take 
my kids to places such as Ocean Park, Lantau Island, go hiking or visit the beach, 
but alas...  
My limited income suppresses my family and social life. It’s not easy at all. I get 
easily annoyed and upset when things are not going smoothly, and this causes me 
to have a bad temper at home. For example, my son likes to play with the toys on 
display, and each time I need to drag him away, saying “No!” I feel so bad! The 
roadside hawker must hate me for doing that... I say he hates me because, you 
know what, he refused to serve me once I [finally] had the money!  
Instead of eating at home, Patrick relies on the children’s grandfather—his father. Each 
day, after tutorial classes at the community centre, he takes his children to the public 
housing estate where his parents live. Patrick’s son Alex, 13, gives his opinion of the 
situation. 
I don’t know what my father does, but he sends us to our grandparents’ place and 
then leaves. Maybe he’s having a feast while I eat food I don’t like. Dad says to us, 
“It’s good for you to spend more time with grandfather as he’s old,” but he never 
goes himself. He only joins us for dinner once a year, when it is his father’s 
birthday. 
While we will learn about why Patrick does not get along with his father later, he 
confided that he is not earning enough, and if he could, he would let his children eat out. 
“I know they don’t like eating at their grandparents,” he told me. 
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Nobody cooks at home and I cannot afford to pay for their meals. Besides I don’t 
get along with my father, so I eat alone. Once at brunch, or perhaps for afternoon 
tea—two times a day, and if I am hungry and need to work at midnight, I’ll have a 
snack at night... I eat during the off-peak hours, when the prices are lower, and I 
don’t need to wait for a seat. 
Going out to eat is for special occasions only. For instance, last term [my daughter] 
Jessica was placed third in her class. So, I promised to take them out to KFC or 
McDonalds, but in the end, knowing she wanted to try Japanese rice and raw 
salmon fish, etc. I decided to spend a bit more... I found a cheap sushi place 
nearby. It was HK$ 150 for the three of us... It was OK because we don’t do this 
frequently... One day, I want to bring my children to try a buffet. 
One time, when I went to eat out with Patrick’s children, I was surprised to see that 
they began fighting once we got a table. They were not fighting over who got the food, 
however. I inquired as to why they were fighting. The younger one replied, “That seat is 
closer to the TV!” It was only when I visited their home that it made sense. Patrick 
informed me: 
We cannot watch TV as the reception is bad. Our antenna [on the roof] is 
constantly being tampered with. I realise how my neighbours are also constantly 
adjusting their [antennaes] and we fight for the best position. If we were living in 
public housing or newer blocks, such problems would not exist. 
Instead, Patrick and his children live in his father’s house, a tong4 lau4 he had bought to 
collect rent to support his retirement. Yet, ever since Patrick quit his full-time job, he 
has stopped paying rent to his father. Patrick is now working part-time at a freelance 
translation service, but working at home, he feels all kinds of tension. First, there is 
tension with his wife, whom he wants to divorce, but most of all he feels the affects of a 
limited income to support the family. Yet another source of tension is from his father 
who has the keys and regularly intrudes on his personal space. 
Now I don’t have my own space, with my father continually intruding. The objects 
at home are constantly being tampered with. He turned down the valve to reduce 
the water flow, and the toilet now no longer flushes. I don’t want to “not exist.” 
I’m like a puppet; he’s playing with my life... Plus as you know, we’re getting a 




Having inadequate services, lack of provisions and bad experiences and other demands 
only deepened the ambivalent feeling of being at home. When I visited his home, he 
apologised for the mess, saying that there are many things needing improvement. 
I was thinking about getting new furniture, but I didn’t, as I am now looking for 
another place to live. Now there is no place for my children to sleep—they share a 
bed with mum and dad. There is no place for them to study, no place for them to 
put their books, nor desks for the children to do their homework! I want to move 
on, I want to start afresh. But I just don’t have any money lying around. You don’t 
know what it is like to worry about the basics, like paying rent. Ever since I gave 
up my full-time job, I’ve been running low [on money] and finally I stopped paying 
rent altogether… I’ve been living for free, so I do not have extra money for rent. 
As we can see Patrick has invested in the hope that they will eventually move out, but 
because of his inability to pay rent, they are unable to start a new life. He admits there 
are many things that need improving at home, but these will only take effect after the 
move. Yet he does not wish to leave Sham Shui Po, as everything is cheaper and within 
walking distance: 
In the neighbourhood, there’s a library, cheap tutorials and fun activities for my 
children at the community centre. I know where the doctors and hospitals are... My 
father and sister (the children’s grandfather and aunt) also live close by. We can 
visit them, without having to travel. Dad can look after the kids in the evenings. 
When I’m busy, I send my children to their aunty’s place. On Sundays, Dorothy 
(his wife) take the children to church and afterwards they play tennis and 
basketball... All is convenient, and everything I need is within walking distance. 
So far, all these cases reveal some sort of the ongoing tensions in families. While the 
first two discuss migration status and cross-border issues, the last three cases reveal 
different ways local families, varying by size and composition, react to their changing 
political, economic, social or personal circumstances. While Uncle Mok is towards the 
end of the family domestic cycle, Uncle Kwok is a father beginning the parenting 
exercise again. Nonetheless, the Hong-Kong born at the very least have family as well as 
language competency to survive in Hong Kong. If the case of Patrick provides a glimpse 
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of a person of Chinese heritage, living in a predominately-Chinese society, who has 
“fallen off the rungs” (Newman 1988: 8) of upward mobility, then what is it like for a 
person who is non-Chinese, without family support, and is not legally entitled to live in 
Hong Kong? Next, I introduce Makala. 
Case 6: Makala Sariwa—A Filipina single parent seeking asylum 
When I first met Makala, in 2009, she had already been living in Hong Kong for over 10 
years. Yet, for some reason, which I am still not too clear about, residency remains one 
of her many problems.45 As she is residing illegally in Hong Kong, she lives in constant 
fear of deportation. Undoubtedly, Makala is among the poorest in Hong Kong. How 
many people in Hong Kong could utter, “I’m not that poor,” and then declare, “We’re 
lucky to have rice to eat.”? The rice she eats is bug-infested; she has rats crawling 
around in her room; and in the advanced stages of a post-industrial capitalist society, she 
still goes through the trash looking at what others have thrown out. She barely has 
enough money for food. With only a precarious income of a few thousand a month, 
from her daughter’s welfare payment, as a single mother she is on the bottom of the 
social and economic ladder in Hong Kong. 
A product of being a single, non-Chinese parent with limited language ability and little 
educational background, contributes to her feeling like a complete outsider in Hong 
Kong. It is worth noting that most Filipina nationals are migrant workers involved in 
low-paid positions as domestic helpers in Hong Kong (see Constable 1997), however 
her status is different as she first came to Hong Kong to marry a Pakistani man. Her 
two children were apparently born to her second husband, a Chinese man, sixteen years 
                                                 
45 I heard that a Filipina who works for an NGO dedicated to Philippino worker’s rights that 
residency is not an option for immigrants from the Philippines. Other immigrants can apply after seven 
years, but domestic helpers from the Philippines never can.  
62 
 
her senior. She has two children; the elder is seven and the younger one is five and a 
half. Her youngest, who is known as “Balong,”46 born in the Philippines, has not yet 
been verified as the legal descendent of her second ex-husband. This will entitle him to 
the benefits of Hong Kong citizenship, such as schooling and social welfare. 
Now without any income, she cannot even afford to buy enough fresh food, let alone 
take a bus ride. Generally, she remains at home with her children until “pay day,” then 
after picking up money from the welfare department, she treats her children to 
McDonald’s or KFC. This is the only time, scheduled once each month, when she 
allows her children out of the house. The other time is when she is unexpectedly short 
of money and goes to ask her ex-husband for support. Each trip begins with borrowing 
money from her neighbours to ensure she has enough for transport and possibly a meal 
out. As the family of three rarely leave the neighbourhood, my informant told me how 
excited her children were to visit her friend in Yuen Long (a formally remote market 
town in the rural parts of Hong Kong) who lives in a “big house.” However, because of 
limited financial resources, leaving the neighbourhood is a task not easily realised. Her 
mobility is somewhat restricted. Going outside, eating out and taking public transport 
are financial burdens, and usually it is more than she can afford. 
Whilst Makala can hardly meet the many needs and desires of her two children, she is 
unlike parents who do not have time with their children because they are working. 
However, the problem is that Makala is usually so overwhelmed and suffering 
emotionally and economically that she is all but a source of support for her growing 
children. She recalls the time when she was young and used to play at the beach, 
                                                 
46  Balong is a term of endearment meaning young boy or little brother in Tagalong, the language of 
the Philippines.   
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watching fishermen bring in the fresh catches of the day. This was what she wanted her 
children to experience in Hong Kong.  
Once she was excited to show me the photos taken when they crossed Victoria Harbour 
on the Star Ferry. “We’re poor. My children do not have many chances to catch a boat.” 
Living on almost “nothing,”47 the single mother thought wishfully, “My children grew 
up in the city, so I want to bring them to the beach, so they know what sand feels like... 
The beach is so far away and the transportation is not cheap!” Poor inner-city residents, 
like Makala, are “emplaced” (see Chu 2006)—being trapped in a place where the 
conditions are far from pleasant, and which detracts from her physical and emotional 
well being.  
Moreover, as she cannot afford to go out, it has effectively impinged on her ability to 
meet friends. Every day, other than doing household chores, she does nothing else other 
than watch television. The single mother informed me that a trader on the streets below 
gave her a TV.48 It was not because they knew one another, but simply because they 
saw her entering and exiting the building with small children, for days, months and years 
on end. One day the single mother said:  
I want my sister to visit us. She will be passing through Hong Kong; I hope she 
can stay for a few days, and find out how we really live. Once she knows how poor 
we’re, I can ask her to take my children to Disneyland! 
Meanwhile, sometimes Makala enjoys the company of friends, but she is ambivalent 
about receiving them. Many come and readily consume her limited resources, leaving 
her more deprived. When she is talking about “them,” Makala gets annoyed and 
                                                 
47 Their monthly income of HK$ 3275 is the total sum of her daughter’s welfare handout. Her child is 
the only legitimate Hong Kong resident in the family of three. 
48  Especially in the evening, Southeast Asians and Africans clutter the streets, moving used televisions, 
computers, monitors, air-conditioners and “white goods,” such as refrigerators, around.  
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questions whether she should consider them as her friends. “They come empty handed 
and leave with full stomaches! I tell them, ‘I got no money for gas,’ which implies ‘I 
don’t have money to entertain guests...’ How could I let them eat all our food!” she 
exclaimed. 
These people don’t know how to share. I try to forgive them, but they don’t 
understand our situation at all—we’re already so poor that we get free food. But 
they only come and eat; they don’t think about us. So I say, “No money to buy gas, 
so I cannot cook for you.” After this they bring a small bottle of gas to visit us... as 
they still want me to cook for them! 
On one occasion, a former resident and friend came by to visit. He not only used a large 
wok to boil water to cook noodles, but he also filled it to the brim. “He didn’t need that 
much water!” Makala agitatedly declared, “He’s wasting our gas... But he’s my friend, so 
I said nothing. What can I say?” A new gas cylinder costs two or three hundred dollars 
and may last two months. The problem is “I never have enough money to refill, when 
the gas runs out!” 
The single mother repeatedly told me she wants to move out. “The place is too dirty for 
my kids.” After moving into the apartment, she said, “Nobody else did any housework... 
I’m the only one cleaning it... even the cleaner that used to come no longer visits.” This 
is why she thinks the landlady has been so lenient about letting her delay paying the rent. 
Despite wanting to move out to Tai Kok Tsui, a neighbouring old industrial area, after 
many weeks, months, and even years of deliberation, she is still living in Sham Shui Po.  
For Makala, it is hard to move or do anything she wants. Her limited resources and lack 
of citizenship means that she struggles to have the resources to get her sons’ DNA 
tested to verify that his father is a permanent resident, enabling her to send him to 
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school in Hong Kong. However, for the past five years—the age of her son Balong,49 
the family of three have been living here in the same room. While it has been difficult, 
she hesitates leaving a neighbourhood she has come to know and especially people 
whom she can turn to for money. Nonetheless, the tough reality is that because of 
economic constraints, the inner-city poor of Hong Kong are not likely to leave the tong4 
lau4 tenement slums of Sham Shui Po (as described in Chapter Two) any time soon. 
In any case, Makala struggles to remain in the city. Lefebvre recognises (1996: 17) that 
the rights to the city means “... rights to education, to work, to culture, to rest, to health, 
to housing...” However, Makala’s life does represent something. It epitomises the heart 
and mind of Sham Shui Po residents, in that it vividly illustrates the ideological and 
behavioural tensions of being in a place she wishes to leave. “I don’t want to live near 
friends, even if they can help me. I know my children will be jealous when they have 
more toys. It’s really hard.” Makala is normally reluctant, but willing to help her 
neighbours such as Uncle Leung, (Case 1) who also lives in the subdivided tong4 lau4 
apartment, and from whom she steals cigarettes. She washes his dishes and his clothes, 
in hope that when the time comes she can be ensured he will “lend” her cash, which she 
cannot possibly afford to repay. She also keeps the place clean and in order to convince 
the landlady she is a worthy tenant, especially when she cannot pay the rent up front.  
Variations in social marginalisation 
Generally, when one speaks of poverty as a form of social category, its conditions and 
                                                 
49  When I first met the family, Makala told me that they were preparing to get a DNA test for Balong, 
to verify that he is in fact the son of her ex-husband. The problem is that Balong was not born in Hong 
Kong; he was born in the Philippines. Soon after he was born, Makala and her daughter returned to the 
Philippines with the baby, then later came back to Hong Kong hoping to gain Hong Kong citizenship. 
They have not been successful because of incomplete paperwork and have long overstayed their visa. 
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interpretations are extremely diversified (Bourdieu 1999b). The concept of “poor” 
describe people in two senses—the unfortunate and the deprived. Thus, the question 
remains, what makes their living experiences so different? 
Poverty is not as simple as having no money, since it also includes social marginalisation. 
I have also shown how one may be poor, but it does not mean he or she is necessarily 
on welfare. Instead, because of having a low or unstable income, one may feel 
disorientated and disconnected to the city. Poor families are, in most cases, 
“involuntarily socially marginalised” (Burton & Kagan 2003); they cannot easily afford 
to associate with others and therefore their spatial lifeworlds are far removed from the 
norms of mainstream society. While many living in Sham Shui Po perceive themselves 
as poor, they do so for different reasons. This social marginalisation relates to how 
structural factors have replicated social inequality (ibid). Table 4.1 shows the factors that 




















































Case 1: Uncle Leung       
Case 2: Ms Tang       
Case 3: Uncle Mok    
Case 4: Uncle Kwok    
Case 5: Patrick Lau    
Case 6: Makala        
Table 4.1  Factors that mediate the “othering” process for people who self-identify as being 
poor 
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As seen in the table, the categories are age, gender, ethnicity and various types of 
cultural background. Socially ascribed attributes include issues such as how age affects 
one’s feelings about taking up such roles as the unemployed or retired father. Age also 
relates to other factors such as education, health, fitness and above all, employability. 
For example, the retired Uncle Mok feels “useless” as he is no longer working. Staying 
at home with his children, Patrick felt that although he is at his prime working age, he is 
not actively making a living. At Uncle Kwok’s age, it was difficult for him to find work 
again.  
Other than age, cultural background also affects one’s experience. The way one is raised 
or where one’s parents come from are significant factors that may bring about tension 
between parent and child. It may relate to one’s customs, beliefs and language skills. For 
example, Makala sometimes speaks to her children in a minority language, Tagalog, 
while she fails to understand the customs of Hong Kong society. Another example is 
the type of education one has, as are shown in both Uncle Mok’s and Uncle Leung’s 
case.  
Political differences and citizenship may also threaten one’s sense of belonging and 
rights to the city. Migration breaks up old bonds such as familial ties, yet citizenship or 
other forms of social and cultural acceptance may make non-locals feel restricted from 
using resources and service entitlements in the host country. This is evident in Makala’s 
case. With citizenship comes the right to benefits, such as social welfare and public 
housing. There is a correlation with one’s age, ethnicity, and cultural background and 
the ability to make a living the economic structure of post-industrial Hong Kong. For 
instance, Uncle Leung mentioned that if he spoke English, he would not be working on 
a construction site.  
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Apart from age, ethnicity and cultural background, gender also plays an important role. 
Patrick’s position conflicts with the traditional notions of gender roles. Being an 
underemployed and male “caregiver” has made Patrick quite uneasy, while being poor 
has made Uncle Leung become more face conscious, particularly because he is a poor 
man. In Hong Kong society, men on the one hand are still defined in society as 
breadwinners, and hence are identified by their societal contributions and through their 
career achievements. On the other hand, women are more likely to rely on the state. 
Expected gender roles in Hong Kong means that men have extended families that are 
willing to help them look after their children (e.g., Patrick and Uncle Kwok). Yet 
women—particularly those who migrated to Hong Kong to marry—are generally more 
independent or dependent on the state and were poorer and as a result. For example, 
Makala and Ms Tang could not work and had to rely on social welfare. 
The factors presented so far reflect Shipler’s (2004) suggestion that poverty is not 
simply a result of “this” or “that,” rather the causes remain inter-connected to the 
conditions of poverty. For example, Hong Kong’s switch from an industrial to 
post-industrial economy has affected those who had limited education and transferable 
skills, as well as their prospects in the new labour market. Government policies and 
schemes aimed to help citizens (see Appendix 3), have also reproduced the social 
inequalities of society. They have disqualified those that would benefit from services 
such as public housing, citizenship and social welfare. Hence, as Staples (2007: 16) states, 
policy addressing economic growth and social development has been accountable for 
the othering process. The result of the changing policies and institutions of society is 
new forms of inequality, leading to social marginalisation and then poverty. 
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Hidden in society: Unfulfilled promises, shame and social debt 
Based on data I have collected, I noticed a peculiar behavioural pattern among the 
urban poor: these urban residents camouflage and hide themselves. Generally, for 
economically inferior people—including the divorced, elderly, ethnic minorities, 
migrants and refugees—their lack of economic ability in a commodity economy results 
in a feeling of frustration over their circumstances. This is not only because they live 
difficult lives, but because they also want to “fit in” to mainstream society (Gilies 2007: 
82, 86), but instead cannot fully participate in everyday social life (Townsend 1979: 31). 
Thus, the underprivileged urban residents remain hidden in post-industrial society.  
The lives of the six families in this chapter show how urban residents are stuck in a state 
of disadvantage in post-industrial society. This is a result of a combination of structural 
and personal factors. For instance, the economic burden of eating out means a family 
cannot easily fulfil the social expectations required of them. However, the problem of 
not leading a fulfilling life is not due to a lack of money; it is also due to the lack of 
ability to earn money, which often causes debt. While economic debt is easily 
understood and need not be described here, social debt, however, relates to favours and 
provisions of various forms of “life support” such as meals, medicines, accommodation 
and babysitting services. In this respect, the underprivileged owe more than they can 
ever think of repaying. Perhaps it is for these very reasons that it is so hard to find the 
poor. As I discuss in detail in the following chapters, especially Chapter 5, the poor keep 
to themselves. It is a way that they maintain their “face,” without letting others know of 
their vulnerability. In turn, they become marginal and disconnected from the city. 
Therefore, the poor are “hidden,” a characteristic of the post-industrial condition of 
poverty in urban Hong Kong.  
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Studies in America also suggest that because the poor feel ashamed and stigmatised, 
they have developed habits of distancing themselves from the very people that are there 
to help—policy makers and government representatives, such as social welfare officers 
and social workers (Dodson & Schmalzbauer 2005; also see Shipler 2004). Since, in 
post-industrial society, Hong Kong people are defined by achievement and economic 
merit, as I will discuss later in chapter 5, underprivileged urban residents remain out of 
sight and out of mind, and as a consequence, their voices are seldom heard. Based on 
figures from a lifestyle survey in 2009, it shows that 96% of Sham Shui Po residents 
have not participated in any council meetings and 92% did not attend any local 
community organisation meetings of any sort (CUHK 2012). This also makes the urban 
poor appear more distant to the functioning of society, and as a result, the poor remain 
trapped and hidden in their voracious cycle of poverty. 
From analysing how individuals and families organise their lives in post-industrial Hong 
Kong, this chapter on poor families gives us a glimpse of what it is like to be poor in an 
affluent society. From the six poor families presented, it shows that the marginal 
neighbourhood in Sham Shui Po is not homogenous, but heterogeneous and that poor 
people have diverse backgrounds as well as very different lifestyles, experiences as well 
as expectations. In particular, for the residents in Sham Shui Po, the families’ poverty 
relates to a multitude of factors. Among them are migration, illness and a breakdown of 
traditional familial arrangements, as well as changes in the political economic climate, 
such as economic restructuring. The repercussion of economic restructuring has 
resulted in a widespread loss of jobs. An additional result of these factors, especially in a 
rich society, is the urban residents’ inability to participate fully. Therefore, the socially 
marginalised remain hidden, in order to preserve one’s “face” and to avoid further debt. 
Therefore, urban residents remain poorly understood and their day-to-day realities are 
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unknown. Yet people are active agents that are independent from the structures and 
processes of society; hence, the question remains, how do the hidden poor make ends 
meet and live out life in the city? What are their strategies to survive in the city? In the 
following chapter, I examine how the urban poor have skilfully devised strategies to 
seek out more opportunities for themselves in the unique cultural milieu of Sham Shui 
Po to which they are locally bounded. 




SURVIVAL STRATEGIES  
While the mainstream populace often have certain impressions of the urban poor, rather 
than seeing the unequal social order, they blame the victims of poverty for their low 
societal positions (Goode 2010: 185). According to Goode, however, urban 
ethnography’s role is to “try to scientifically legitimise the moral and cultural 
explanations of the persistence of poverty” (2010: 186). The previous chapters explored 
how different individuals and families (including single parents, elderly, unemployed, 
underemployed, local Hong Kong born, Mainland Chinese and non-Chinese ethnic 
minorities) faced social marginalisation in a rapidly changing society. Now, by looking 
closely at the everyday lives of the underprivileged urban residents, this chapter 
identifies various ways by which my informants find a means to survive in the city of 
Hong Kong. Finnegan reminds us that the significance of people’s lives lie in how 
everyday decisions are made and how life is experienced as a series of small acts, or 
“pathways,” (1989: 325) as she has summed up below:  
These pathways, then, are one of the ways in which people within an urban 
environment organise their lives so as to manage, on the one hand, the 
heterogeneity and multiplicity of relationships characteristic of many aspects of 
money society, and on the other, that sense of predictable and familiarity and 
personally controlled meaning that is also part of human life. 
Finnegan suggests that most urbanites’ pathways have both a sense of predictability and 
meaning. Thus, this chapter explores how residents living in Sham Shui Po allocate and 
procure resources in a commodity-based economy such as Hong Kong.  
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Survival strategies 
Let me start by briefly reviewing what survival strategies are and how anthropologists 
have studied them. The term “survival strategies” is the proxy of the real-life situations 
that lie behind human agency and empowerment of people confronted by poverty, 
hunger, material deprivation, inadequate housing and health care, lack of social and 
emotional support and so forth. The concept is similar to the concept of “adaptive 
strategies,” which refers to the diversity of ways people in specific contexts maintain 
their livelihoods (Staples 2007). The adaptive strategies that anthropologists traditionally 
recorded were of people in natural, but isolated, preindustrial environments, such as 
foragers and pastoralists (see e.g., Bates & Plog 2001). However, since the 1960s, 
anthropologists’ have begun working in industrialised urban areas, and their interests 
also shifted towards an understanding of processes (Gmelch et al. 2010: 281). 
Anthropologists began to explore how urbanites survived in the city, made decisions 
and met everyday demands, including finding a place to live, getting a job and 
developing a network of friends to support and satisfy their many needs. For example, 
in a study on single mothers in America, Edin & Lein (1997:143) wrote: 
These survival “choices” were not entirely up to the mother, since other factors, 
including her personal characteristics and the characteristics of the neighborhood 
and city she lived in, often limited the range of options available to her. Despite 
these constraints, however, most mothers said they still had a range of strategies to 
try. 
Thus, anthropologists came to see marginalised urbanites on their own terms, rather 
than being un-acculturated newcomers or a nuisance to the social order.  
In this chapter, different strategies appear under four broad headings. They all illustrate 
different ways how resources are procured as well as used in the marginal 
neighbourhood of Sham Shui Po. This chapter does not reflect one person but offers an 
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insight into the diverse nature and everyday functioning of a marginal neighbourhood. 
Hence, the central theme of this chapter is the human and environment dialectic 
whereby the marginal neighbourhood environment of Sham Shui Po helps the 
underprivileged urban residents survive. 
Strategy 1: Low-cost lifestyle 
In Hong Kong, I found that one of the most important things for the underprivileged 
urban residents was how they controlled the family budget. I have often heard the 
Chinese say that “識得慳是美德” (Knowing how to save is a virtue.), as one knows 
how to preserve his or her own resources for the long term. Therefore, it is logical that 
the first strategy I discuss is spending less, consuming less or going without: a low–cost 
lifestyle. 
The first priority for many of my informants was buying food. Among the poorest 
families I met, food was purchased usually in small qualities and at discounted rates, so 
there was cash remaining on hand. “I go to the market at the close of business, when 
the food is most affordable, and if there are foods that are spoilt, I get them. It’s 
cheaper! We cannot always afford to eat fresh,” remarked Ms Tang, a single mother on 
welfare. 
Apart from buying cheap food, home cooking is common among the poor. Parents 
generally give the fresher food to their children, and hence, parents do not eat with their 
children but after them, as they consume the leftovers; food is seldom wasted. Parents 
in Sham Shui Po also find other ways to meet their tight budgets, such as using LGP gas 
cylinders instead of electricity to cook. This is especially the case in shared kitchens 
found inside old tong4 lau4 buildings. Another reason why many use the gas cylinders is 
that instead of paying a lump sum, like one pays an electric bill, parents can refuel their 
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gas cylinders whenever they have money.50 
Among those residents who do not cook at home, they often choose to eat in-between 
meal times. This is a time when the customer traffic is low and the prices of meals are 
cheaper. However, eating cheaply remains both a preference as much as a social activity 
or outing; this in turn makes the eateries in Sham Shui Po busy all day long. The 
informal setting of Sham Shui Po eateries means that many people share tables, or daap8 
toi4 [搭枱]. Makala told me, before taking her children out, “I first feed my children to 
avoid them spending money on food.” 
When we go out, my children want “yummy foods” like McDonalds or KFC; they 
get hungry... But you know, this isn’t cheap—a meal for the three of us costs 
around HK$ 100! 
The problem is when I bring my children out, it’s so hard to resist buying 
something... especially when they’ve been at home for many days... So I feed them 
before they go out, so they don’t “get hungry.” 
Instead, bought food is often a reward for doing well at school or consumed on special 
occasions, such as birthdays. Meanwhile take-away is generally preferred to dining in, so 
food can be separated into smaller portions at home, thus avoiding the disgrace of 
ordering so little.  
For those who have no additional source of income, like my informants, money is tight 
at different parts of the year. In most cases, rent is paid up front, or if one is short that 
month, it is negotiated, and partially paid; the remainder of the money is kept for daily 
subsistence. Being short on money also means that it is common to find people simply 
staying indoors. As many informants have told me, staying home avoids the pressures of 
                                                 
50 In Hong Kong, gas costs on average HK$ 300 for two months for two adults. 
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children wanting to buy toys and parents having to say “No.” To illustrate, Makala 
confirmed that: 
I don’t even go to church [an English-speaking one in Prince Edward] anymore, as 
it costs too much [for transport]. Also when I leave home, my children “get 
hungry”. Their eyes prey on various things, things they want to eat, things they 
want to buy. I need to tell my daughter, mummy has no money. 
Hence, spending time wandering through the second-hand markets in a poor urban 
neighbourhood is a strategy for those who do not have to attend to children. Generally, 
throughout the day, it is not surprising that one sees so many people in the 
streets—wandering around is an exercise, which does not deplete one’s slender 
resources. Another explanation is that people go out to walk simply to combat the 
cramped and stuffy conditions. A pedestrian commented, “Inside is so damn hot, 
especially in summer, and that’s why so many people are on the streets.”  
At night, the market continues, but another sort: an informal flea market. One evening, 
my neighbour told me to keep an eye on her son, who was sleeping at the time, while 
she and her daughter went to the second-hand flea markets to buy a birthday gift. 
Moreover, I also heard from my informants that those who can walk to school or walk 
to work, as they have chosen to go without public transport. According to a resident 
born and raised in the neighbourhood, “Everything in [the inner city of] Sham Shui Po 
is convenient and in close walking distance.” By living in a rundown environment, Sham 
Shui Po residents are able to take advantage of local cheap food and other free 
resources, such as daily trips to the public library and parks with their children.51  
                                                 
51 Although Sham Shui Po is a district of Hong Kong defined by the government as including Shek 
Kip Mei and Cheung Sha Wan, I do not explicitly define the extent of its boundaries here. Instead, I have 
classified and portrayed a general picture of Sham Shui Po. While my informants live in the central parts 
of Sham Shui Po and in Cheung Sha Wan, they regularly criss-cross and make their way through the 
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Many informants, especially those who are parents, value schooling.52 However, buying 
items for school, such as uniforms, schoolbags, books and stationary is not a simple 
matter. My informants buy second-hand items that are then sold or redistributed 
through parents’ networks that include neighbours and friends (see Strategy 3), rather 
than through student’s classmates. “Old textbooks are usually exchanged or sold, but 
since the curriculum is always changing, especially in recent years, we can only treat it as 
recycling paper,” an informant shared. 
Some of my informants told me that instead of taking their children home immediately 
after school, they go to the park or library. As for the underprivileged urban residents, 
cost is of primary consideration for any activity—leisure or otherwise—so most 
important of all, both of these locales are places of free-access, open for everybody. 
Another crucial factor is that such locales are in close proximity to school and home. In 
a densely packed urban setting where apartments are exceptionally small, many residents 
appropriate public space or readily make use of public facilities. Uncle Kwok, declared, 
“There’s no room or space to have an active kid at home...Going to the park gives the 
kid a chance to run around and is a chance for parents to socialise, talk and exchange 
information.” A locally born Hong Kong mother, Ms Poon, elaborated, “The park gives 
[parents] a chance to learn from one another how best to deal with our children. Topics 
include how to select schools, which extra-curricular programs to enrol in and other 
issues related to the child’s development and so on.”  
Besides taking the children to the park, parents bring their children to the library. The 
                                                                                                                                          
whole district, hence, as this is an anthropological study, the boundary only makes sense in their terms 
(see Chapter 2). 
52 Unlike societies in the industrial age where schooling was expensive and only an option for younger 
children of the family, schooling in Hong Kong is now compulsory. Nevertheless, there are still people 
who miss out, for example, Makala’s son Balong (who still has no right to live in the city); however, this is 
an exceptional case and most school-aged children go to school. 
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library was, for my informants, a place of discovery; an environment for self-learning; a 
place to meet friends, to enjoy air-conditioning and use public resources, such as 
computers and multi-media. A regular library goer described how the library was a place 
to cultivate friendships. “My son, he always goes there to read. He loves to read and 
recognises many Chinese characters. He has a group of friends who join him, and they 
read comic books together.” For children without computers at home, they do not feel 
left out in the library, as there are an array of multi-media resources, such as CDs, 
DVDs and internet. Patrick told me that there are bilingual resources, which are helpful 
for his children to learn English. “I discovered a section in the library, where the books 
are bilingual. The first half is in English and the second is in Chinese. I borrow these 
books and encourage my kids to read them so it’s easier for them to pick up new words 
in English.” The library environment is most comfortable and you can rest there all day. 
On any given day, the libraries I visited in Sham Shui Po were full of people. They 
included a number of elderly who place newspapers on their laps as they sleep in the 
comfort of free air-conditioning. Furthermore, a friend once told my informant Uncle 
Kwok the values of living close to a library:  
Moving close to a library is better than being near a school. A library is like an 
extension of a living room. You know the average size of apartments in Hong 
Kong, and while you can catch a bus to school, most people only ever walk to the 
library... So when you choose a place to live, it is best to live near the library; it’s 
even better than near a brand-name school! Visiting the library is a good habit, free, 
and a lifelong investment, unlike a school, which is only valuable for a few years 
when you’ve got school-age children! 
Hence, as I stated earlier, what a neighbourhood means to people lies in what it 
provides. It makes a great difference whether certain facilities are available. 
Other than going to the park or the library, some parents go on outings or engage in 
cheap informal activities. For example, Uncle Kwok, takes his son to visit museums. “I 
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like going to different museums on Wednesdays, when admission is free of charge. We 
discuss the exhibits, and this stimulates his interest in learning about different things.”  
He also mentioned how informal activities are important not only for children but for 
their parents, too; as well as being cheap, these activities are also important to pass the 
time. Besides visiting museums, other times he plays games with his son. It helps with 
bonding as well as teaches skills of problem solving by playing games. 
My son cannot sit still after school, so I find activity-based-learning games most 
effective. I mean I’ll find some activity for him to engage in. Rather than going to 
expensive tutorials that we cannot afford, or just reading textbooks and revising all 
day long, there are other more practical ways of learning, for example I ask him to 
count the number of people the restaurants holds. Then I ask, if we all had ordered 
the same bowl of noodles and purchased a drink, estimate how much money the 
restaurant can make. Other than that, we walk around the neighbourhood and play 
games on the streets. I ask my son to guess the Chinese characters as we pass the 
street signs, and his language skills improve and we both have some fun! 
 
Fig 5.1  Street signage found in the neighbourhood (2009) 
Meanwhile, cost is a major and overriding factor that influences the kinds of activities 
chosen. Usually, if parents do decide to pay for organised activities, rather than learning 
musical instruments, which involves private tuition, my informants choose sports like 
soccer, swimming or gymnastics instead. This is because they are taught in groups and 
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are thus cheaper. Patrick tells me that: 
My son feels as though there are no choices and whatever I give him is never 
satisfactory! Everybody in high school know his or her own talents (more 
specifically have an arts of sports specialty [體藝]), but I cannot afford it, so my 
son’s choice is limited. He does swimming, but he would like to try a musical 
instrument, but I cannot afford it.  
In their limited capacity, my informants’ values echo the ideals of mainstream Hong 
Kong society. This is more evidence that Sham Shui Po parents are not passive victims 
of their circumstances, and more than that, it illustrates the idea of “concerted 
cultivation” made popular by Annette Lareau (2003).53 This also leads back to the initial 
argument that one thing is clear: low-cost living is a condition that helps the poor to 
survive in the city. 
Given the fact that most of my informants remain unemployed, and money is a problem, 
the first strategy is how they make do with less or go without. By living in a poor 
inner-city neighbourhood of Hong Kong, the urban poor are able to spend less (than 
outside such a neighbourhood). They also have more chances here to locate “cheap” 
food and low-cost leisure activities for their children in the milieu. In fact, living in the 
city means a reduction in transport costs and a larger availability of and access to 
resources, and in effect, this has made it attractive for the poor to congregate in urban 
centres such as Sham Shui Po. 
Moreover, this idea of saving or spending less is prevalent and valued among the 
                                                 
53  Lareau (2003) found that middle-class families in America arranged extra-curricular activities and 
tightly supervised their children’s time; while on the contrary, working class children had to find a means 
to entertain themselves. My informants all have aspirations for upward mobility, as discussed in the next 
chapter. It is worth noting for now that the emphasis placed on extra-curricular activities in Hong Kong 
reflects different preferences, priorities and cultural values than those in America. In America, they are 
based on interest groups, while in Hong Kong they are treated as building up the CV and boosting ones' 
competitiveness in society, generally for admissions into brand-name primary and high schools. 
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Chinese, who have historically long been victims of impoverishment, resulting in them 
having the habit of frugal living and a consciousness of “economical living” based on 
“minimum costs” and “preventing waste” (Smith 1894: 11-19). Another possible 
explanation is a Chinese mindset of delayed gratification. Both of this reflects the idea 
that extravagance is frowned upon, as one of my informants said. It is perceived as a 
“Western” habit that has crept into mainstream Hong Kong society as people got rich. 
“Those in the West spend every cent of their pay cheque,” my informant opined, “...and 
go back to work [being] poor the following week, waiting to be paid again. They’re 
useless; they don’t know how to save.”. 
Strategy 2: Initiatives of a marginal neighbourhood 
While consuming less and being economical are obvious strategies for the poor 
everywhere, others strategies are less known and more surprising. Being “the centre of 
poverty in Hong Kong,” let us look next at what support services are available in Sham 
Shui Po, and how impoverished urbanites make use of these resources. 
In Sham Shui Po, the many charities and non-governmental organisations that 
established themselves in this area reflect the multitude of poverties there and the fact 
that the needs of the urban poor remain unmet. These include an array of free and 
low-cost support services available in the marginal neighbourhood. 54  Ms Tang 
described how Sham Shui Po is a place for the needy: 
A good place for poor and needy people like us... there’s lots of avenues and 
support services for the needy. Some of the social service organisations are globally 
                                                 
54 There are a number of different types of NGOs in Sham Shui Po (see Appendix 3). They all cater 
to different people in the community. Some cater to migrant families from the Mainland. Others cater to 
the elderly. Some focus on the affairs of children, others on family and youth. There are also a number of 
single-mother centres, health clinics (for drug abusers and the handicapped), as well as community centres 
targeting ethnic minority groups in Hong Kong. Other than these, there are a number of charities and 
second-hand shops offering welfare similar to what churches and other religious organisations provide. 
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known. The news spreads information quickly... letting people know that we need 
help (in Hong Kong)!  
Thus, for those who live in Sham Shui Po, the second strategy is how to make use of 
the initiatives provided in a marginal neighbourhood.  
As underprivileged parents are a particular focus in this study, and a number of support 
services are available at a low price or even free of charge for the poor, let me explore 
three kinds of initiatives available for children in Sham Shui Po: the first is the 
mentorship scheme; second are tutorial services and Chinese language classes; third are 
outings and activities organised by social workers for children during school holidays. 
First, I discuss the mentorship scheme. In the 2000s, a social service organisation run by 
social workers published Our Treasure (SoCO 2004), a photojournalistic publication. In 
this album, 27 children were asked to name their idols.55 After this, a mentorship 
scheme was established, which aims to forge a connection between Sham Shui Po 
children and life outside the neighbourhood. One of its beneficiaries, Ms Tang, a single 
mother from the Mainland remarked: 
We met a male doctor through the centre. He had volunteered to spend time with 
my kid, taking him to places and giving him a chance to learn about Hong Kong. 
In his father’s absence, he was a person for my son to talk to; it lasted for one year. 
Now he still calls every now and then, but seldom visits. I think he must be busy. 
Initiatives, such as the mentorship scheme ultimately helps children of underprivileged 
urban residents find potential “role models.” The significance of this can be explained 
with reference to Wilson’s (1987) study of a poor post-industrial inner-city 
neighbourhood in the United States. Among various factors, Wilson mentions that poor 
                                                 
55 Twelve children (44%) named a Hong Kong celebrity, six (22%) named a family member, two (7%) 
named a social worker, while a religious figure and a class teacher both received one vote; the remaining 
five children (19%) could not identify anybody. 
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children in America are “truly disadvantaged” because they lacked role models. 
Moreover, as noted by a headmistress Rubie Payne (2005: 63), one way to get out of 
poverty was to meet significant people that made a difference in one’s life. These people 
may include teachers, coaches, friends (usually of another socioeconomic stratum) or 
spouses. Hence, the strength of external social support networks and the mentorship 
scheme is in exposing a child to alternatives in life, that is, a life beyond what he or she 
already knows about in a marginal neighbourhood. 
Another important service, also facilitated by social workers, is organising after-school 
activities. While some children go to the park or library after school, others go to 
tutorial centres. Tutorial classes not only help children with homework, but equally 
importantly, they also help parents, albeit in different ways. These include addressing the 
lack of space to complete homework at home, more affordable or free services of 
tutoring, and the need for professional help, especially when parents themselves do not 
have the capacity or time to supervise. 
Ms Tang said, “I didn’t have much schooling. So, I cannot help my son with his 
homework, instead I can only take him to the centre. There I ask the volunteer tutors to 
help him, when they’ve the time.” Another low-income parent expressed, “We cannot 
afford to pay for tutors. We just have enough money for food, and nothing else... It’s a 
good thing that the tutors are all volunteers.56 They’re university students doing charity 
work.” Also because of a lack of space at home and noise (from television or radio), 
tutorial classes were thought of as a less distracting space for children to do their 
homework (see Heaton & Lawson 1996). When asking about tutorial classes, Patrick, 
                                                 
56 At the time of the interview (July 2010), some parents I met in Whampo Gardens, Hunghom, a 





In the past, my son lied and said he would stay home after school, but when I 
came back home, he was not there. My son didn’t finish his homework and went 
wandering. Then I was like a crazy person looking for him; I felt upset and 
worried. Now at least Alex [my son] will not have too much idle time to run off 
somewhere and disappear into such places as the arcade games centre [which are 
very popular among young and adolescent boys, especially in Sham Shui Po]. Now 
he knows where he should be after school. 
In this sense, tutorial classes are a useful means to let both parents and children know 
what children-students are supposed to be doing after school. Tutorial classes are also a 
means to manage one’s time, said Patrick, who works from home as a translator. 
The 4:30 [tutorial] centre is a place that my children go after school. It’s where they 
go to complete their homework. If not they would eat into my time, and I cannot 
do my part-time job at home; as you know parenting is not a 9-5 job, it’s more 
involved, and it eats up all my time. Sometimes I end up working to 2-3 am in the 
morning! Another problem is my workload is not steady, sometimes I’m busy, but 
other times I’ve nothing to do... so I’ll get annoyed when they ask every 1-2 
minutes how to do this, how to do that— I don’t know!—especially when I’m 
busy, or worse still need to concentrate. At least at the centre there are 2-3 hours 
when tutors are there to help. 
While most children talk about peer pressure, another factor common among Chinese 
parents is peer influence. Parents also considered the tutorial as an arena to meet “good 
kids” and learn their habits.  
From these examples, we notice there are several reasons why parents send their 
children to tutorial classes after school. Although these vary considerably, a consistent 
reason is that in Sham Shui Po, a number of community centres provide services that 
help fulfil the needs of both the parent and child. 
During their summer holidays, children attend special holiday programs run by an 
experienced team of social workers. They involve the children in activities and 
workshops such as drama performances, cooking and even family day outings. Such 
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outings include trips to rural parts of Hong Kong, to the New Territories and to the 
outlying islands. These trips are heavily subsidized and some are even free of charge, 
depending on a lottery system for allocation of spots. This idea of what constitutes a 
“holiday” is reflected in Bourdieu’s (1984) distinction thesis; it highlights how class 
determines people’s experiences of social life and availability of choices. Such that for 
the poor, going out to explore Hong Kong is just as significant as for the better-off 
locals who have the chance to travel to places that are not so far away from Hong Kong 
such as Taiwan, Japan and Korea for a three- or four-day vacation. However, the poor 
are locally bound, and it is not hard to understand why parents rely on the services 
provided by community service centres in Sham Shui Po—especially when parents 
themselves cannot afford to provide the same sort of opportunities themselves.  
Up until now, I have focused primarily on how children benefit from the tutorial 
services, and other support services in the neighbourhood, but adults benefit, too. One 
such example is the medical and health care benefits. Although Ms Tang enjoys free 
medical treatment, she also explains why it can be ineffective: 
I need to go for regular medical consultation, but I cannot afford it. The herbalist 
says waiting too long between treatments is ineffective. So, I eat light and 
healthfully and am trying acupuncture, which is free for us—poor people—thanks 
to the generosity of the Hong Kong people. But we need to sign up months in 
advance. 
However, because many support services are provided free of charge, or at low cost, 
they are in high demand but in short supply. So far, I have mainly talked about free 
goods and services available, distributed through organised and formal channels, such as 
community centres; in the next section, that is, Strategy 3, I illustrate the less formal 
channels urban residents exercise to procure resources. 
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While many of the initiatives offered in a marginal neighbourhood are beneficial to its 
residents, in the following pages, I discuss that there are ever-existent drawbacks or 
ambivalent sentiments living in a place where free goods (or festive “gifts”) are 
distributed. I will illustrate by drawing on my experiences and observations of living in 
the tong4 lau4. A few days before Chinese traditional festivals, described in one such 
occasion below, social workers would come with volunteers, bringing gifts to the urban 
poor—those living alone or with families residing in crowded partitioned rooms and 
cage-homes.57 Yet while residents appear appreciative when receiving gifts and visitors, 
the general impression I received was that my neighbours did not like social workers 
that come and intrude on their lives. I discuss two traditional festivals: First, the Dragon 
Boat Festival and then Chinese New Year. 
Days prior to the Dragon Boat Festival, a social worker came with a bald-headed man in 
robe (I assume he was a monk) visiting the apartment we lived in. Uncle Leung 
welcomed them by sarcastically announcing: 
If you were thinking of bringing us dinner, you wouldn’t come at this time. Did 
you want us to starve? It’s already 9 pm, and if you were serious, you should have 
come hours ago! You should have brought it [the dzhung1 粽, a glutinous rice 
dumplings] to us earlier, then I wouldn’t need to go around asking around on the 
streets for somebody to lend me HK$ 20 to buy dinner.58 
                                                 
57 These include Chinese New Year, the Mid-Autumn Festival and Dragon Boat Festival. The gifts 
correspond to the material and foods concerned with each. I observed that while I lived in the tong4 lau4, 
we received moon cakes during the Mid-Autumn Festival, dzung1 棕 and fruits during the Dragon Boat 
Festival, and shampoo, soaps, milk formula, plus a HK$100 supermarket coupon for Chinese New Year. 
58  The low status of the residents meant they were required to accommodate the needs of social 
workers, creating a structural conflict that was mediated, in part, through a joking relationship. The joking 
relationship between the residents and social workers in particular was intended to strengthen the bonds 
between those at opposite ends of the hierarchy. Although the residents voluntarily participated in it, or 
had at least learned that their survival in Sham Shui Po for better or for worse depended on it, the joking 
relationship was a constant reminder of residents’ inferior status in the community; the joking relationship 
thereby maintains the system that keeps the residents in an inferior status in the neighbourhood. It also 
extended to news crews, journalists and reporters that the social workers brought in, which allowed a 
minimal level of unwelcomed “outside” coverage and even photography. 
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This was surely a performance in the Goffmanesque (1969) sense. When the social 
worker visited him he acted happy and grateful, but after the social worker left, Uncle 
Leung was agitated and thought differently about the visit. It is also worth noting that 
from my observations, except for the occasional yum-cha at the Kitchen, twice a week, 
Uncle Leung seldom goes out to eat. After the duo left, he attempted to cook the 
dzung1 then he banters irritably over the phone to the social worker. 
I’m not starving really, I’m lucky to have food. Then you bring us dzung1 and 
oranges, but where do we put it? Not everybody has a fridge; it will go bad. You 
came so late and we’re already full, but I didn’t want to disappoint your generosity [好
心], since I had no where to put it, I decided to cook it. If we leave it for 
tomorrow, we get food poisoning and cannot go to work, then who will pay for 
my medical expenses! But, why I call you is the glutinous rice and filling is not 
cooked properly, it’s not only frozen, it is raw! It will need three hours, at least, to 
cook it and I don’t have that kind of money for gas, if I cook now, I won’t have 
gas for the rest of the week, and it’s already late now, after cooking for 30 minutes, 
I need to sleep. It’s a shame really, you are bullying and tricking us poor people! 
Half an hour later, the social worker returned bringing some Sham Shui Po-made 
dzung1 and more oranges. Uncle Leung, probably one of the most outspoken men I 
have met in Sham Shui Po said,  
You don’t understand. If you want to give things, give good things; we’re poor, we 
don’t need more rubbish! Next time, don’t bring that Buddhist guy here... he is 
“useless” [無用]! No thanks! The oranges are sour! Your “good heartedness” 
creates problems! [你好心做壞事!] You should be ashamed. 
His wife injects, “Give us money, we will certainly not complain!” They say to me as the 
social workers leave that the government and the social workers both fail to understand 
poor people.  
On another occasion, during Chinese New Year in 2010, a mob of primary school-aged 
children came with a social service organisation. One kid took out a camera and started 
taking photos. My neighbour immediately yelled in Cantonese, “Why are you taking 
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pictures? No photos here!” As the child captured me in his photo, for the first time I 
felt like an insider. Seated on my bedspace apartment, my sense of self-esteem dropped; 
it was this strange sense of being “different” and recognised as “the other” that crept 
upon me. In fact, from my own experience, I did not know or feel I was living in a cage, 
as I had got used to it until somebody (an outsider) came and took a photo of me! Being 
photographed can be so dehumanising; in this case, it created boundaries.59 Such 
interactions are damaging and disheartening as the othering experience forces us into an 
inferior position of being caged, or captured as the exotic other. Then as the “tour” 
group left, my neighbour yelled out, “We don’t need milk formula or baby lotion; can’t 
you see, all we need is money!” Later, as the social workers left, my neighbors echoed 
what Uncle Lueng’s wife had already told me: the government and the social workers 
both fail to understand poor people. My neighbor’s husband said to me: 
I know this is like compensation; we don’t get any government benefits so the 
government sends social workers to give us stuff, like rice and food, but they 
should give money instead of gifts—it’s more practical!  
Another neighbourhood, who is a “single man” (as his family is in the Mainland), stated: 
So many of them, I feel insecure when people just barge in to our place, bringing a 
large crowd of schoolchildren—that fills our narrow (one-metre wide) hallway; it is 
like a zoo visit! They give us gifts and take photos of us as if we were 
animals—they look down on us, so they give us gifts. 
As I enquired further, I learned that there is a distinct difference between receiving and 
asking for it. Instead of viewing the poor as merely passive, they too are people who 
have motivations, desires and the need to feel that they are actively contributing to the 
world. My neighbour Makala shared: 
                                                 
59  Before this experience, I also used to take photos liberally, but since that day, I have been very 
careful and conscious of why I am taking photos, both of and for whom. 
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I prefer to go out in the morning with my trolley, not to the shopping centre or 
market, but to the food bank and collect my supplies [from the centre]... It’s better 
than waiting for people to come here and give it to us and take photos of us. 
This relates to the idea of unbalanced reciprocity. As I will explain later in this chapter, 
one reason why many poor and unemployed people also do volunteer work is because 
they have accumulated social debt, and this is their means of paying society back. 
Receiving alms, one feels the sense of burden to the giver (see Mauss 1967).60 
While the goods and services are useful and necessary for some, relying on them, 
however, is usually not enough to survive. Because support services are usually products 
of donations, they are subject to availability. Other times, recipients do not receive what 
they need; this reflects the different groups of poor people living in poverty in Sham 
Shui Po. Moreover, the reality is that such benefits are not reliable at all. Then if one 
ever considers moving out of Sham Shui Po residents cannot continue to enjoy the 
benefits that such a neighbourhood provides. Besides relying on support services, next I 
examine how exchange networks are maintained in Sham Shui Po; this is another 
strategy for procuring resources among the urban poor. 
Strategy 3: Sharing and mutual exchange networks 
The third approach is sharing through mutual exchange networks. Such networks are 
usually kin based and involve extended family or fictive kin networks, including 
neighbours and friends. Common practices include lending, sharing and borrowing 
goods, or spreading information. Thus, besides relying on support services, here, I 
discuss how kin and fictive kin networks, the third strategy, are important to 
maintaining a marginal neighbourhood. 
                                                 
60  In Chinese, this is often treated as a favour 恩 or social debt 人情拆. 
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Wirth (1938) postulated the loss of kinship is a result of the demands of industrialised 
urban life; in Hong Kong, however this is generally not true. Instead, urbanites have 
strategically moved closer to their kin, especially after having children. Chan & Lee 
(1995) discussed how adults with children move closer to grandparents so they can help 
look after grandchildren. The following case illustrates the range of struggles and 
tensions parents face. Patrick shares his ambivalence of letting his aged parents look 
after his children. On the one hand, spending time together is good; yet, spending too 
much time with their grandparents results in the children not being disciplined properly. 
There are two opposing views. It’s good for grandparents to take an active role in 
their grandchildren’s lives. It makes them feel useful, especially when they aren’t 
working. But, the big problem is that my father doesn’t know how to look after 
children. He doesn’t realise that him being nice transforms a child into “kings” or 
“queens,” like “the princess syndrome” [公主病] seen in the media. When a child 
thinks everybody must become a servant, it causes the child to be bad-tempered 
and uncooperative.  
As shown above, having extended kin around maybe helpful, yet some parents remained 
ambivalent about relying too much on their family. While I have mainly discussed the 
role grandparents play in the family, aunts and uncles also performed similar roles. 
Moreover, besides, child-minding duties, kinship ties help to alleviate some common 
problems associated with living in the city. Examples of this have been discussed in 
detail in chapter four and do not need further elaboration here. It is, however, necessary 
to mention here that, for some informants, kinship networks provided them with stable 
housing, regular food, as well as some forms of entertainment. Leisure activities include 
playing sports, watching television or family outings. Thus, for the reasons outlined 
above, it is inevitable that it is a priority for the poor to live near kin.  
For those without extended kin, they usually turned to neighbours and friends for help. 
Sometimes it is out of choice, but usually it is based on mutual dependency. Such 
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networks, like that of the family’s discussed above, promote the circulation of goods, 
services, advice and support that becomes essential for sustaining daily life among the 
post-industrial, inner-city poor.  
In order to understand the role of “good neighbours” I will illustrate with a few 
examples. Neighbours help one another with housework. This includes washing clothes, 
grocery shopping and sharing food, lending spices, tools and appliances or the use of a 
refrigerator when it is required. In the block I was staying, for example, a retired 
Chinese man in his late 70s, catching his breath on the second-floor landing, told me:  
I didn’t marry and a couple of years ago social workers helped me to apply for 
public housing… I got it, but I didn’t live there long. I was very lonely and decided 
to come back here. My niece gives me some money to pay for rent... I just go back 
once and a while [to my public housing apartment] to Cheung Sha Wan only to 
retrieve mail. Since I have some friends here, it makes more sense to stay. We’re all 
oldies... We cook, play mah-jong and talk to one another; that is how my time 
passes.61  
As we can see, social networks are extremely important for the elderly as well as those 
who either unemployed or socially marginalised in different ways (see Alan Smart’s 
[1992] writing on the squatter settlements of Diamond Hill). For example, when I first 
moved in to Sham Shui Po, Makala asked if I could help her daughter with her 
homework and practice talking to her child in Cantonese, as her former neighbour had 
done. As well as relying on somebody from a dominant culture, food is also an 
important feature of sharing networks. 
Makala survives on weekly rations from a food bank nearby (also see Strategy 2: 
Initiatives of a marginal neighbourhood). In fact, her children have grown up on canned 
                                                 
61 I did not ask why he keeps public housing, which means paying extra rent. However, I presume 
getting public housing, is something desired by many, and hard to obtain. Moreover, it reflects the help 
and successful application of social workers, who helped him as well as his niece, who does not live with 
him but pays his rent. 
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food, such as Spam and Sichuan bamboo shoots, but sometimes she sells the canned 
food for a small profit before she reaches home. This is when Makala is particularly 
short of money. Then her children must linger around the neighbours (that is, Uncle 
Leung’s) and wait until they have finished eating. Then, if they are lucky, the children are 
fed with leftovers, as Uncle Leung does not have a fridge to store food. Moreover, on 
another occasion, I dined with Makala, and there was no greens on the table until Uncle 
Leung had just finished dinner and asked if she wanted extra food. She instantly agreed 
to the extra rice and vegetables, saying to me, “How can I say ‘No’ to free food?” 
Leftovers are eaten when too much food is cooked; it is shared rather than stored or left 
to spoil. The space in the fridge is limited and reheating contributes to the electric bill. 
Another time Makala told me, “After work, occasionally a friend comes over to give me 
the food that customers sent back at the restaurant. That is why we’re eating pizza 
today.” It is thus not surprising that surplus food often finds its way through exchange 
networks among the urban poor. 
Other than food sharing, Makala told me how being poor with children can actually 
help. “Kids become a resource to get things!” said the single mother. The day after she 
received the free television set from the second-hand traders, she asked me, “Do you 
want a TV, Chris? I have two... I got it from the men downstairs, for free... I don’t know 
them. Maybe they see my children here, and know we’re poor.” Perhaps, they had 
watched her young children grow up living in the area, and could only have imagined 
the types of life they lead.  
Those living in the tong4 lau4 may “borrow” the electrical line to take hot-water showers 
or share the usage of a washing machine or refrigerator (see Fig 5.2).  
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Fig 5.2  Electrical line to connect hot water to the shower, washing machine, etc. (2009) 
Some residents (those in partitioned rooms) are required to pay for electricity 
consumption, while others (in bed-spaces) do not. This enables co-residents to 
cooperate and manipulate their resources at hand effectively in order to minimise costs. 
Resource sharing is, however, seldom easy. There are politics and dilemmas that the 
marginalised urbanites face. Within this impoverished community, there are victims of 
jealousy, gossip and over-consumption of individual stock. For example, while living 
close to friends comes in handy, an informant said, “I will be more worried about the 
pressure my kids face. I don’t want to live close to my friends, as my kids will get jealous 
when they see other children with more toys!”  
To summarize, in Hong Kong, marginalised parents and other poor urbanites are active 
in maintaining networks of exchange and links to available resources. While extended 
families remain the first point of contact, having friends and neighbours nearby plays a 
significant role (see C. W. Tam 1995). Friends provide some crucial advice on items for 
sale, or what services to use and what activities are available for children. Places for the 
exchange of information are outside the school gates, where parents drop off and pick 
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up their children to and from school, or the staircases of old tong4 lau4 tenements, 
which is part of life’s daily passage.  
Overall, family resources and activities, both inside and outside the home, affect 
educational outcomes as well as the children’s sense of achievement, and more 
importantly, how children perceive themselves as members of the family and part of the 
community in which they live. In the same respect, neighbours help to create a sense of 
social “togetherness” for individuals. This is particularly the case for those without close 
kinship networks, or those who have broken families, and thus rely on friends as a key 
source of emotional support and social welfare when living in Sham Shui Po.  
Strategy 4: Institutional services 
The fourth strategy relates to institutional services in the marginal neighbourhood. It is 
similar to the informal help observed in fictive or kinship networks. Because a segment 
of the population in Sham Shui Po is either underemployed or unemployed, many adults 
have ample free time. Meanwhile, underprivileged parents are often less well connected 
than those in employment are, so they may consider turning to the church and/or other 
social support organisations, such as charities.  
In a neighbourhood where there is a high number of underemployed people, volunteer 
work takes on a new dimension of social importance (see Newendorp 2008: 238-246). 
Newendorp explains that in response to the 1997 financial downfall, the following year, 
the Department of Social Welfare started a volunteer movement in Hong Kong as a way 
to foster social meaning and increase social participation (2008: 238). The idea was to 
enhance a sense of social commitment. While I indicated earlier that social and political 
involvement were low, such as community organisations and district council meeting 
attendance, there is a startling fact in the neighbourhood: there a large number of 
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volunteers. In one community centre, a social worker told me there are about 300 
regular volunteers from the neighbourhood.62  Volunteer assists social workers in 
community work and give the participants, who are often unemployed residents, some 
way to give back to their community. “Our work is important,” Ms Tang said. “It helps 
to maximize resources as well as procure more.” This enables the vital support needed 
in a marginal neighbourhood to continue, as one volunteer shared, “I do charity work… 
the disabled people are cared for in the community..” Meanwhile, another volunteer 
stated, “I feel I owe the centre a lot, so now I want to do my bit to help, and volunteer 
work fits in my flexible time.” 
Volunteer work, hence, helps underemployed people connect with like-minded others. 
It is an arena to cultivate friendships and provides emotional and financial support 
during times of crisis. It is also helpful to obtain news about what is happening. A 
volunteer said:  
When the centre organises outings, only 60-100 people can take part, so the social 
workers pick people and choose those who care for the centre... The people 
chosen are usually the helpful ones. Those who help as volunteers go on outreach 
campaigns and participate in activist projects. The organisation only takes 1-2 
busloads of people out, so not everybody gets in! 
Ms Tang, a frequent volunteer and single mother, shared: 
My son has been to Ocean Park (a Hong Kong theme park) twice, but I didn’t 
pay—I cannot afford it. It’s a couple hundred dollars entry. I think it was a charity 
organisation or the church; we join in as many activities we can... Here’s a photo of 
the bus we took [pointing to a photo displayed on top of her TV]. The centre also 
provided free activities for the kids, thanks to the goodness of Hong Kong people. 
We usually cannot afford to leave the neighbourhood, as we are not locals 
[mainstream middle-class people]. Travelling is expensive, perhaps HK$ 100-200 
for the both of us, meals included. How can we afford this? Besides, I didn’t grow 
                                                 
62  Meanwhile, there are many other associations and organisations (such as volunteer services, see 
Appendix 3) that primarily involve the work of volunteers, using both local and external assistance, for 
their daily operations. 
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up here, so we don’t know our way around; joining such activities gives us a chance 
to get to know Hong Kong better. 
However, social support is not always readily available to all; the simple fact is that in 
Sham Shui Po there exist multiple poverties. Compared with the unemployed and single 
parents who take part in volunteer work, which often serves the Cantonese-speaking 
population, most of the time, Makala, since she is not Chinese, only stays at home. 
Ethnic and cultural barriers, as well as lack of money for transport costs, restrict ethnic 
minority groups from participating in and reaping benefits from many services, and, it is 
important to note that information about such sevices generally cater to the needs of the 
Chinese majority. As her Chinese language skills are poor, and English is only her 
second language, Makala severely lacks social support. But once I noticed two Christian 
nuns donned in white with coif head coverings in her partitioned room. The visit had 
taken two hours and concluded with a prayer session, as well as her receiving other 
forms of material provisions. She told me later, “They came and offered us some rice, 
bed-sheets and toys for the kids... talked to us, and prayed for the future of my kids.” 
As we can see, the church as an institution is of particular importance. From what my 
informants have told me, the church serves more than a spiritual function. It is an 
important institution for making friends, getting cheap meals and taking part social 
activities. An informant who did not view herself as religious, but went to church for its 
social aspects and food, once said:  
After I gave my phone number [to the church], they called me up, and I go once a 
month when there are functions. I go there for the cheap meals and meet others in 
the neighbourhood and have a large feast. Meals cost HK$ 10 for adults and HK$ 
5 for children... It’s better than taking my son to McDonalds! 
Meanwhile a mother in another family took her children to church, and afterwards the 
children go and play tennis, basketball or soccer with the congregation. “The church is 
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an important place to build up my kids’ interests and abilities in sport, with activities 
they usually cannot afford to join, if we had to pay,” said Patrick. 
As we have seen above, volunteer work and church activities provide different 
variations of social support that help to maintain a low-cost social life. As many Sham 
Shui Po parents are unemployed, and thus have a lot of time on their hands, residents 
make friends by doing volunteer work or going to church. Thus, institutional support 
services not only relieve them of boredom, they make themselves feel useful, and in the 
process they meet like-minded people enabling bonds to form that strengthen the social 
relation among people in a marginal neighbourhood. 
The relationship between the different strategies 
While researching for this chapter, I found that the four strategies do not exist alone, 
but are interrelated in the social structure and economy of Sham Shui Po. First, by living 
in a rundown social space, which I have dubbed the “centre of poverty in Hong Kong,” 
residents are living out different versions of poverty. They maintain a low-cost lifestyle 
as a means to survive. This is through consuming at cheap eateries, second-hand stalls 
and street-markets, as well as visiting parks and libraries. Most importantly, as the extent 
of their poverty is widely known citywide if not internationally, too, resources for the 
poor in Hong Kong are more proliferate. Second, the benefits of a marginal 
neighbourhood include free goods and other support services available through many 
non-governmental and charitable organisations. When this is insufficient, family 
members and neighbours lend money or absorb expenses into their own households, 
such as providing accommodation and food, as well as offering assistance with child 
minding. Social workers and representatives from religious organisations also regularly 
come to visit many of the neighbourhood residents. Yet, most importantly, for the 
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unemployed, fulfilling moral and spiritual needs is necessary; thus, community centres 
and public facilities in the neighbourhood are important to many. Involvement in 
volunteer work helps not only an individual to gain wider acceptance; it also helps to 
distribute the resources more evenly in a marginal neighbourhood. In fact, community 
service work is a form of social support that closes the cycle, that is, the cycle of gaining 
resources from society to paying back society.  
The practice of different strategies is also associated with gift-giving and receiving 
relationships. The above discussion has shown that there are dynamics between various 
“receiver” and “giver” groups: the first group being the underprivileged residents and 
outsiders (such as social workers, school children and religious representatives); the 
second group being the underprivileged residents and their neighbours. The dynamics, 
of course, vary considerably in different situations. But it does reflect an how the poor 
situate themselves within the gift giving and receiving relationships. 
Surviving in Sham Shui Po  
The strategies that the urban poor adopt are usually compromised alternatives to a 
better lifestyle in the city. However, no matter how carefully planned and successful 
these survival strategies may at first appear, any strategy does take time to be learned 
and mastered, plus, there is no guarantee that urban structures and intuitions are stable. 
Thus, although the marginalised urbanites are different in backgrounds and experiences, 
they are “highly integrated with the urban economy, and should be seen as part of the 
solution to, rather than a symptom of, social deprivation” (Staples 2007: 17). The result 
is they are reliant on the stability of the social structure, as well as they help to ensure 
the continuation of the marginal neighbourhood economy. 
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Despite the social marginalisation and stigmatisation the poor face in post-industrial 
society, residents living in Hong Kong’s centre of poverty—Sham Shui Po—are able to 
feel enriched when they internalise their state of marginality and find their own means 
to survive in the city. This has resulted in the poor congregating in city centres (Gephart 
1997: 2). In fact, the livelihoods presented in this chapter are expressions of 
marginalised individuals’ ways to reconstitute their lives in an urban backspace milieu. 
Thus, tackling economic deprivation is hence neither a personal nor individual matter, 
but one based on one’s circumstances and the environment one lives in. In this way, the 
underprivileged in Sham Shui Po are all but passive victims in their combat against 
poverty: they are, in fact, active agents in procuring resources to sustain their lives.  
This chapter uncovered that the urban poor in Hong Kong had not only congregate in 
the inner-city neighbourhood of Sham Shui Po, but remain living there for a variety of 
reasons: (1) on a personal level, it allows them to save or spend less; (2) on a locality 
level, the marginal neighbourhood is a resourceful place for the poor, as it helps to 
contribute to their lives; (3) social networks, made up of kin and neighbours are an 
essential source of support; and (4) working as volunteers in organisations, such as at 
church or social service and community centres, is also a useful form of social support, 
as well as a way to let unemployed residents contribute to society. Rather than acting as 
passive receivers, the poor have the agency to choose whatever means they deem 
helpful. In other words, they want to take hold of their lives and feel responsible for 
their choices. Even though Sham Shui Po is heavily stigmatised and the living 
conditions are far from desirable, it is a milieu like no other in Hong Kong. Because of 
this, poor people are able to live in the city and benefit from living in a marginal urban 
neighbourhood. Yet when urbanites consider their future and the future of their 
children, does this feeling of belonging and attachment exist? 
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During tough times, marginalised urbanites think of themselves as “social misfits” or 
“non-typical,” “a local, yet stranger in Hong Kong.” However, what they fail to see is 
that in Sham Shui Po, they are the mainstream. The idea of being “out of place” relates 
to “the possession of certain cultural capital or the lack of which can prevent the real 
appropriation...” (Bourdieu 1999b: 128). Thus, one last factor to be examined is the 
mindset of the underprivileged; how have Sham Shui Po’s urban residents’ beliefs, 
values and attitudes regarding poverty changed over time? In particular and more 
specifically, what do residents think about themselves as well as their aspirations of 
leaving poverty, and for that matter, a marginal neighbourhood? Thus, the next chapter 
explores a less tangible strategy than those presented thus far, the mindset and 
orientation of underprivileged urban residents; it is their psychological strategy against 
hardship and social suffering. 




POVERTY AS LIVED EXPERIENCE 
“Our place is a mess,” were the welcoming words I received when I visited Patrick’s 
tong4 lau4 apartment. “There are lot of old textbooks everywhere... They’re my son’s... 
I’ve kept them,” he said. Despite books taking up space and contributing to the mess, 
the attitude of keeping books clearly exemplifies the mindset of many in Sham Shui Po. 
Simply, behind every purchase, was a long consideration; it took time and savings 
behind each purchase. Yet more than that, the retention of books, in particular, also 
reflected another frame of mind. These old textbooks were not kept for their resale 
value, but because parents truly believe in the potential that education holds. “[My son] 
may find it useful if he wishes to review [the material].” 
In the previous chapter, I showed how Sham Shui Po was an important milieu for the 
poor. In this chapter, I ask, how do poor urban residents perceive their own situations? 
How do they foresee their futures? How do they think of themselves, and what do 
parents tell themselves and their children? In responding to these questions, instead of 
treating poverty as a stable condition or a short-term everyday strategy, I explore 
poverty as a mindset and an ongoing perceptual experience set in lived time.  
By focusing on how urban residents talk and think about their experiences, I seek to 
investigate how social and economic changes are perceived in the hearts and minds of 
Hong Kong’s inner-city poor. Because meanings and values change over time, this 
chapter examines how poverty in Sham Shui Po, Hong Kong, is a series of specific 
phases of actual poverty, interpretations and, sometimes, final exits.  
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From mapping out the diverse range of re-evaluations of self, attitudes and values over 
biographical time through discourse analysis, I was able to find patterns in how 
perceptions of poverty changed in individuals’ lives. That is, by separating the 
statements of my Sham Shui Po informants into different phases along a continuum, I 
demonstrate that the narratives are similar in structure, but vary considerably in context. 
Furthermore, I was able to order the variety of moments within a prescribed sequence 
of three phases of experiences. They are (1) becoming poor, (2) being poor and (3) 
aspiring to overcome poverty. Hence, this chapter focuses on how residents of Sham 
Shui Po evaluate their personal misfortunes, perceive their current circumstances and 
envision the future. In analysing and juxtaposing experiences, I was able to not only 
ground the experience of poverty phenomenologically but also to offer a culturally 
specific model of the orientation of marginalised parents in Hong Kong. This will help 
explain the hopes of residents and their long-term desires to leave poverty. 
Becoming poor 
During emotional and semi-structured interviews, informants explained how they 
became poor. They tended to attribute it to fate. However, it was also clear that 
situational factors, such as illness, divorce and death, led to their poverty. 
Fate and situational determinants of poverty  
Given the multiple setbacks in their recent lives, poverty seemed to have emerged 
suddenly and at a specific stage in the life course of my informants. Still, in the cultural 
context of modern Hong Kong, it is not uncommon to attribute personal misfortune to 
ming6 wan6 [命運], or the English equivalent of “fate.” The ming6 wan6 of the woman 
below was met due to a variety of different reasons; among them, gambling and the 
decrease in household income due to a marriage breakup. A now single mother, Ms 
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Tang claimed: 
My cousin in Hong Kong married well. I mean she’d picked the right man. They 
now live in a big house... a private residence in Yuen Long. We don’t see each 
other much anymore. She cannot really do much to help us; we’re too poor and 
too troublesome [長貧難顧]. I made the wrong choice in picking my husband: he’s 
so irresponsible. He loves to gamble and doesn’t know how to feed the family.  
Two divorced fathers voiced how they met their ming6 wan6. 
We were doing well financially. I used to run a grocery store and had a bad habit of 
going to Macau every now and then—whenever I had time off. Maybe I was too 
carried away and gambled too much. My wife left with my son. Then we sold 
everything... and I lost everything... I’ve never seen or heard from them again. 
(Uncle Wing)  
The price I paid for working overseas [in Nigeria] for one year was far too great! 
When I returned to Hong Kong, we divorced. [According to the law] we had to 
sell our houses [mortgaged property] and split the money. Then the financial crisis 
hit. It hit me hard. I felt I had lost everything... all hope was gone! My wife took 
custody of our daughter and I was left to fend for myself. I guess life is like that! 
Quite unpredictable, ah! Since then, I haven’t returned to work... There’s no 
motivation for me to work! (Uncle Kwok) 
My informants became poor due to at least two significant changes in their lives. Such 
factors included a change in the nature of “significant relationships” such as marriage. 
Payne’s (2005) study on poverty highlighted that interaction and meeting with significant 
people or influencing people were a pathway to wealth. In other words, losing that 
relationship—a marriage breakup—could be detrimental. Poverty was also the result of 
the transformation of the family structure in a changing political or economic 
environment.63 The parents that I spoke to tended to blame themselves, or in this case, 
each other, especially when children become “misfits” or under the negative influence 
                                                 
63 Many of my informants had financial problems because of bad marriage choices. Because of 
divorce, women usually need to take care of the children. For a man, he may lose his motivation to earn 
money because of the failed marriage. More importantly, the changing economy also hinders employment 
prospects in Hong Kong. For people who are not highly educated and leave Hong Kong to work 
elsewhere, especially in the third world, their skills would gradually become outdated, and they lose touch 
with the competitive Hong Kong labour market. Thus, the structural issues at hand are based on at least 
three factors: gender, knowledge (and education) and the economy. 
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of peers, adopt bad habits and perform poorly at school. Referring to Ms Tang’s case, 
she and her husband had been separated by the political border and lifestyle differences 
of Hong Kong and Mainland China. This did not have any immediate effect until she 
first set foot in Hong Kong and reunited with him. Although cultural difference was an 
obvious issue, her marriage, like many other Mainland Chinese wives, was to someone 
economically inferior to a Hong Kong husband. This meant there was the likelihood of 
a collision of intercultural lifeworlds, especially since Hong Kong is in an era of eroding 
families—as succinctly described by Raymond Chan as “post-familial families” (R. Chan 
2009). Likewise, the long-term separation and distance between Hong Kong and Africa 
caused problems for Uncle Kwok and his wife when they reunited again. Meanwhile, 
Ms Tang and Uncle Wing’s cases both suggest that gambling losses disrupted their 
families. As we can see, fate is not a casual explanation here. If money were won 
through gambling, the situation would have been different. 
While fate may be an issue, the above cases also show how economics remain an 
important factor for the functioning of families. It was thus not surprising that Patrick, 
the low-income father with an impending divorce, warned, “My wife is the most 
irresponsible woman I know... so don’t marry the wrong person!” In a similar vein, the 
65-year-old Uncle Mok instructed: “Don’t marry when you’re poor. Having more heads 
in a family just multiplies the problems!” 
Incidentally, one day, Uncle Kwok also told me that what made him more upset was 
that his marriage did not need to go down “that path” had his wife listened to a 
fortune-teller, which he thought had the potential to change the situation.  
One day I was with my wife walking around and we met a guy. He was the kind 
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that talked about feng-shui64 [風水], superstitions and made predictions. He told 
us that if we had a second child we would stay together until old age and that our 
children will be filial. I was happy to hear this news. But when my wife got 
pregnant again, she had her own mind about things... went for an abortion without 
my knowing. Then at the time when the child was supposed to be born, that 
month, was when we spilt.  
As the above cases have shown, becoming poor can be quite unexpected and not 
necessarily attributed to a singular event. Instead, poverty emerged suddenly and at a 
specific stage in one’s life course; it was often a consequence of a mixed variety of 
overlapping personal and environmental factors. Yet, a commonality is that ming6 wan6 
is attributed as a factor to a series of “life accidents” or events that cannot be explained 
through other means.  
Being poor 
Above, I looked at how my informants explained how they became poor. Next, I 
investigate how they feel about being poor and what discourse is used to justify their 
circumstances and actions. As Hong Kong is based on a commodity market and is a 
related consumption (see Mathew & Lui 2001), the first and major feeling of being poor 
is worrying that one does not have enough to spend. For some this may evoke feelings 
of worry when one cannot meet certain expectations. Others may feel a sense of failure 
when poverty has impinged on one’s pride. Thus, the Chinese concept of “face” (Moore 
1988; Hu 1944) is useful for our discussion. However, I would also emphasize that 
especially for some migrants, “being poor” does not necessarily mean that one is “worse 
off.” A discussion follows explaining how, for those who have lived in less economically 
advanced places, the mere fact that they are able to live in a prosperous city like Hong 
Kong, means that their lives are already better.  
                                                 
64  Literally translated as “wind and water” and pronounced fung1 soei2. A system of Chinese 




In Hong Kong, like many places around the world, festivals are the most important 
dates on the calendar. Amongst those who have wealth, festivals are a cause for 
celebration. Most importantly, the ritual calendar is necessary to reproduce solidarity 
among people (Hobsbowan & Ranger 1983). For the poor, instead of inviting others to 
enjoy the festivities with them, such as during Chinese New Year or Christmas, my 
informants confirmed that having no extra money makes it difficult to take part in such 
celebrations. “I’m worried,” remarked Makala, the single mother of two. “We’re 
Christians and Christmas is very important for us... but our situation is not very good. 
How can we invite people over? This reminds me that birthdays, or other festive 
occasions, are for the rich, my mother used to say, as her excuse for not giving me 
anything decent, if anything at all, for my birthday. The Chinese expression she used 
was, “有錢就有節日，没錢什麽節日都不是節日” (Festivals are for those with money; 
without it, every day is the same).65 Hence, we find that the first and major feeling of 
being poor is often “worry”; this worry is based on one not living up to certain 
customary expectations.  
“Being poor may do you some good!” 
While some parents were worried about not being able to fulfil certain social 
expectations, another informant had a different viewpoint. Surprisingly, he said, “Being 
poor is something you'll never forget. It may, in fact, do you some good.” My informant 
Uncle Kwok told me on another occasion, that all the famous inventors of the world are 
from impoverished backgrounds and that he wanted his son to be a scientist. He said:  
Hong Kong is too rich and material-orientated; no wonder why there aren’t any 
                                                 
65 This can be compared to the poor people’s celebration of Chinese New Year in the film “All’s 
Right with the World” 歌舞昇平. 
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creative minds or groundbreaking inventions, like the mobile phone that changed 
the world. Here, in Hong Kong, everybody is interested in making money only. I 
think it takes the experience of adversity to do great things and to come up with 
new solutions. When everything is so convenient and everybody is rich, there’s 
nothing to stir the mind. 
He emphasised that, “If everybody was rich and always got whatever they want, 
whenever they wanted it, there just would be no desire or motivation to create.” In this 
respect, he criticised mainstream Hong Kong society by saying that it is not a good place 
for children. Sham Shui Po, however, was different from the rest of Hong Kong. The 
people are comparatively poor and the mentality is different. Uncle Kwok said, “The 
disparity is great, and this may do the kids some good.” 
Shame, guilt and loss of face 
For many, however, poverty is difficult, and they can rarely, if ever, find anything good 
in it. As the household economic capacity deteriorates for children of underprivileged 
urban residents, they move from being in the “haves” group to the “have nots” group 
(Zinn et al. 2011: 102-103) and hence they struggle to gain peer recognition in a 
materialistic, rich post-industrial world. Hence, it is not common to find Sham Shui Po 
parents resorting to well-versed Cantonese phases, “下次先” (Next time, not now, or 
later.) or “有錢先” (When we have money.) in response to failing to provide for their 
children. Below, I discuss how the feeling of worry turns to guilt. Such a feeling affects 
the lives of men and women differently. As we will see in the following responses, there 
is an unusually high degree of self-inflicted pain from reflections on why one has 
become poor—especially if one is a father, compared to a mother.66  
One day my informant Patrick, whom I had accompanied to cancel his insurance, after 
                                                 
66  This is especially the case in a society whose legacy is tied to agriculture, where males were 




seeing a man in suit and tie, said to me, “I was also once a businessperson and wore a 
suit to work.” He continues to tell me how he feels embarrassed when he is faced with 
the prospect of meeting his former colleagues. These men have steadily climbed the 
occupational hierarchy and are earning the corresponding salaries. Meanwhile, my 
informant was worried about what he would say if he met them: 
It’s hard to tell others that I’m no longer working. Instead, I’ve assumed the role of 
full-time guardian, staying at home with my kids. If I told them, I don’t know what 
they would think of me... Besides I’m now struggling financially. Anyway, I’m a 
man! I worry about things they never think about, such as paying the rent. We’re 
now in different worlds... We really do not have anything in common to talk about. 
In a traditionally patriarchal society like Hong Kong, a man’s identity comes from his 
job and its corresponding income and status, to the extent that he feels he no longer 
exists when he is not working. In other words, being unemployed in Hong Kong, is not 
seen as any sort of lifestyle choice, but as a failure. For this reason, my informant, 
Patrick described himself as “a stranger in this world.”  
I feel that I’m somebody inferior. When I see somebody that I know, I run away or 
hide. I feel like a stranger; my lifestyle, my presence, is sickening. The clothes I 
wear, I’m afraid I cannot be accepted by others. My son is also turning out to be 
like me, but somehow my daughter [who is doing well at school] does not feel the 
same way. 
His measure of self-worth has greatly diminished and he no longer feels like he belongs 
in Hong Kong. He shared with me that he felt unable to tell others about his situation 
of being underemployed because of switching from full-time to part-time work. He felt 
ashamed. 
While most of the time coping with poverty is very distressing and it affects one’s sense 
of pride, some parents simply rationalise their circumstances. For example, one of my 
informants, a single mother told her children, “No work, so, no money!” In doing this, 
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she justifies why she is poor, as she cannot work since she is required to stay home and 
take care of her children. At the same time, this suggests that one should go about 
making a living in society. She said, 
In many families [in Hong Kong], both parents work and they’ve money to buy 
whatever they want. The problem is I cannot go to work [because I have to take 
care of my children]. If I could work, I wouldn’t choose to live like this. 
Here, I should explain the Chinese concept of min6 [面] or “face.” “Face” in the 
Chinese context has meanings in both the physical and the figurative sense; it 
encompasses self-image, prestige, recognition based on honours earned for achievement 
and moral deeds (Moore 1988; Hu 1944). Moore (1988) describes how the Chinese are 
vulnerable to embarrassment and shame, because the connections and networks that 
influences their min6. 
For Chinese men, “retaining face” or “keeping face”67 is important. It is simply a matter 
of personal pride. For instance, Uncle Leung does not want to admit to others that he 
was once financially in a better state. He whispered to me that he cannot let go of his 
pride and that others do not need to know the whole truth. When a former resident of 
Sheung Wan68 received a call from a friend, he refused to mention his current residence 
but instead said, “I just came back from the Mainland and am now at home in Sheung 
Wan. How about we meet somewhere in Kowloon for tea in the afternoon as I’ll be 
going out?” 
Another example of how “face” is relevant relates to expectations. My neighbour Uncle 
                                                 
67 In comparison to embarrassment and risk of losing face, yiu1 min6 要面 means to retain face (see 
Moore 1988). 
68  Sheung Wan 上環 is a commercial-residential district located on Hong Kong Island. It is an older 
district, famous for its dried seafood stock and antiques. 
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Wing, for example, was concerned about how others saw him. He compared both the 
size and conditions of his current living arrangements in Hong Kong with that of his 
hometown in the Mainland. This made him unwilling to receive visitors (cf. Urry 1990). 
In chapter two, I illustrated the conditions of living in a tong4 lau4 in Sham Shui Po, and 
so for present purposes, it is enough to mention that residents were as discomforted as 
they were disillusioned by the impoverished living conditions of urban Hong Kong. 
Uncle Wing told me:  
It’s hard to make friends once they know you are living in this horrible place [in a 
sub-divided partitioned room in Sham Shui Po]. Nobody dares to visit.69 But back 
at home, it’s different [in Guangzhou]; at least you have room to accommodate 
friends. Even if I wanted to, I cannot bring anybody around [here], and there isn’t 
enough space for me, let alone them. 
Unlike Uncle Wing’s sense of embarrassment, Patrick revealed how his feeling of guilt 
came about. He regrets that he was unable to provide more for his children, an attitude 
found regularly among parents who were struggling financially. With limited resources, 
the local Hong Kong father, tells me how he met his children’s demands.  
When they ask for something, I put it off, and turn them down by telling them to 
wait and by replying “later.” Then I feel so bad for letting them down all the time... 
I feel I owe them a lot... We’ve no entertainment at home–no CDs, no VCDs and 
DVDs. We don’t even have a TV that works, let alone the cable TV and computer 
that most families have... I owe my children a lot.  
Everybody in high school has their skills, but I cannot afford it, so [my son] starts 
and stops his sports training and is limited in choice—such as swimming, which is 
comparatively cheaper [then learning a musical instruments]. My son feels as 
though there are no choices and that whatever I give him is never satisfactory! 
Another plausible explanation as to why he feels so guilty about his current situation is 
                                                 
69  In fact, in Hong Kong from what I know, people do not like to visit one another. Even though 
many residents in Sham Shui Po complain about this fact that their homes are uncomfortably small and 
unwelcoming to visitors, little do they know that in Hong Kong many people live in confined apartments. 
While incomparable to those in the mainland, they are arguably larger and more comfortable than those 
found in Sham Shui Po (see Rooney 2003). 
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that Hong Kong is a society based on meritocracy and competition. These 
activities—leisure and otherwise—are largely considered an important part of a 
student’s upbringing and is associated with their being able to fit-in at school. Patrick 
continues to say: 
Without enough money, we can only opt for alternative solutions, which may not 
be satisfactory. My son knows and feels that he is different [from his peers] and 
worse off when I find substitutes. He’s becoming like me, ashamed to be poor, not 
given equal chances in life. His classmates can afford going overseas in the 
summer, but the best I can do is go hiking with him in Kowloon or bring him to 
the villages of the New Territories. 
From the above examples, we can see that for a parent born and raised in Hong Kong, a 
different attitude is felt when the desires and needs of children are not met. This sense 
of guilt is based on a mentality of achievement-oriented results, and hence failure of 
such desired attainment is attributed to a sense of personal weakness and inadequacy.  
While Patrick was unhappy about not being able to provide for his children, a new 
immigrant father had different views. With three preschool children, Uncle Zhu, 36, 
only saw Hong Kong as “a place to work.” He instead viewed his life as normal that his 
children stay at home all the time.  
We haven’t been to many places in Hong Kong, but I think it doesn’t matter. 
We’re not missing out—many Hong Kong people don’t go out much. So, it is fine. 
Here [in Hong Kong], everybody spends too many hours at work; people don’t 
have time off to play. 
Having said that, this informant, along with many others, mostly migrants, shared that 
“We aren’t that poor.” This makes sense when these people reflect and compare their 
present lives with their former lives in their hometowns. 
“We aren’t that poor!” 
When the underprivileged think about the experiences, it is common for them to make 
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comparisons between two familiar yet different social worlds. Parents who have 
travelled or migrated have the advantage of hindsight; they can evaluate the merits of 
their lives in different locations (Knowles & Harper 2009: 51). A student, who 
conducted research among the African traders living and working in Sham Shui Po in 
2011, told me that her informants viewed the neighbourhood as being no different to 
the rest of Hong Kong. From their point of view, by living in Hong Kong, they were 
living in a city of hope and fortune. They felt as though they were experiencing a life of 
opportunities, something they could not realise at home. Such findings are congruent 
with those of other scholars who have studied Africans and South East Asians involved 
in the informal transnational labour market in Hong Kong (see e.g., W. Y. Ho 2010; 
Mathews 2011). Hence, these people were not like some of my informants from the 
Chinese Mainland who found the place inhospitably rigid and dirty and felt embarrassed 
to tell their friends they were living in Sham Shui Po.70 
The differences between their place of origin and current residence exist on multiple 
levels. My informants pointed out that at least one good thing here is that the 
government offers benefits for poor people like them. These include the benefits of 
social welfare assistance, education and the regular visits of social workers. Makala, the 
Filipina mother of two, said: 
I want to give [my children] a good education; their education is most important. 
In the Philippines, education is also good, but nobody can help me and you’ll need 
to provide everything by yourself. In Hong Kong, it’s different. The government 
helps us... Here, every month we can get social welfare. Even when I’ve my 
brothers and sisters [back there], they’ve their own families [to support]. Nobody 
can support us. Nobody gets such benefits [like the ones we receive in Hong 
Kong] even if we’re citizens [of the Philippines]! 
                                                 
70 Comparable to those living as illegal immigrants in the small villages off Yuen Long, in the New 
Territories, these people who are living in urban parts of Kowloon viewed themselves as “successful 
businessmen.” 
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In a similar manner, another single mother, originally from the Chinese Mainland, 
shared her thoughts about meeting social workers for the first time in Hong Kong.  
At first, I didn’t know what they did. I wasn’t used to social workers. In the 
Mainland [of China] there are too many sick and helpless people, but there are no 
such services for them... nobody cares. But in Hong Kong, it’s different. When I 
first arrived [in Hong Kong], I knew nobody and [the social workers] came to help 
us fill out forms [to apply for welfare and public housing]. The social worker said I 
needed to get a medical certificate to verify that my body was not fit to work or 
climb up stairs [to our walk-up apartment]... I felt a genuine sense of care and 
affection [in Hong Kong]... that isn’t present in the Mainland.  
Patrick, in his former job as a consultant, travelling between Hong Kong and Mainland 
China, compared his present life in Hong Kong to the material poverty he heard about 
from his colleagues. He said, “However poor we are now... at least we’re not as poor as 
those in Mainland [China]. There are so many people without clean drinking water and 
electricity, let alone IT knowledge.” 
Although migrants and people who have lived in other places have come to know more 
than one social world, their primary orientations and identification generally remains 
with their place of origin, such as a home village or country (Gmelch et al. 2010: 283). 
Therefore, it is common for migrants to compare their status and livelihoods with those 
they have known in the past, as well as with the welfare of their family and friends. 
However, in addition to being migrants or having experience in other places, these 
people in question are parents, and being so, generally most of their energy, time and 
investment go to their children. Yet the reality of the situation is, according to Bourdieu 
(1999: 4), “...in a foreign country, the immigrant father tends to adapt poorly to his new 
condition, and sometimes even ends up dependent on this own children.” So, what 
kinds of hopes and aspirations do underprivileged parents have for their future and 
what do they expect from their children?  
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Aspiring to overcome poverty  
Johnson & Low (1995: 153) point out that parents all engage in a psychological strategy; 
it is dreaming and hoping for their children. Such an idea plays a vital part in the lives of 
parents, reassuring that their sacrifices are worthwhile. It is a mindset that motivates 
underprivileged parents through their troubled times. The following section discusses 
how education relates to the current lives of children and how they understand their 
futures, covering issues from picking schools to motivating children to study and 
achieve good grades, all of which are pertinent factors in Hong Kong’s post-industrial 
knowledge economy. They undermine the expectations that parents have of their 
children as well as speak of urban residents’ intentions of moving on and leading better 
lives. 
Valuing education 
In Hong Kong, there is considerable emphasise placed on education. The importance of 
choosing good schools for children cannot be underestimated. An example of this is the 
tragic incident of a mother who committed suicide after an argument with her husband 
over their four-year-old’s education prospects (SCMP Feb 8, 2010). During my 
fieldwork, a number of concerned parents told me how they spend time searching for a 
good school for their child. Patrick told me he had deliberately sent his son to a high 
school outside of Sham Shui Po to discourage interacting with the “wrong crowds.” 
This was also why he had not bought a mobile phone for his son. He says: 
I haven’t bought a mobile for him, as I don’t want my son mixing with the wrong 
crowds... he was badly affected before [a few years ago], and the [primary] school 
[he attended] found means to kick him out. We didn’t let that happen, because I 
know it’s hard to find him another [good] school... Originally, I was going to buy a 
mobile phone for him, but now... I think maybe later, perhaps one year into high 
school, depending on how he adapts. You see, I don’t want him to contact his old 
peers... if he adapts to the new setting, things may change. 
(5) Poverty as lived experience  115 
 
This intention of choosing school was strategic. The purpose was to separate his son 
from his former cohorts, who were having a bad influence on him. For the same reason, 
Patrick has not bought his son a mobile phone.  
Like picking schools, there is great emphasis placed on educational achievement and 
ultimately on careers. Parents find different ways to encourage their children throughout 
their schooling and influence the choice of professions children take up. 
Uncle Yiu, 38, a local, born and raised in Sham Shui Po, has been smoking since his 
teens, when he left school and he joined the construction industry. Health, as promoted 
by the school, resulted in his children not liking him to smoke at home. He told his 
primary-school-aged daughter—-a mid-range student—that he would quit smoking 
once she was ranked top five in class. Within one year, she was placed number one in 
her class! Uncle Yiu, who is a working-class labourer, told me, “It was unbelievable, but 
possible. I didn’t know it would be so quick! But it’s a worthwhile and motivating cause 
for the both of us!” Another parent said, “We get so much support from the ‘centre’ 
[and the] social workers, and we’re encouraged by the promises they make.” While a 
Mainland migrant mother anticipated that “If my son works hard, he’ll be fine! The 
social worker agreed to seek financial support if our children [those who visit the centre] 
do achieve well.” She elaborated,  
They, too, hope our children go to university... [I] want my son to be like those 
volunteer tutors, like you, they’re university graduates—what an achievement! If 
my son gets the grades, [the social workers] will help us [get the financial means].  
As we can see, individuals, especially from disadvantaged backgrounds, needed not only 
to satisfy their own personals goals, but the expectations set by their families in an 
evermore competitive society. Luk (2009: 81) argues, “People had hope for future 
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improvement in the lives of their families. Through schooling examinations, they could 
look forward to upward mobility.” 
Moreover, the image of “being undereducated” often goes hand in hand with poverty, 
and this reflects how parents educate their children. In a society where the ideology of 
achieving social mobility is still heavily ingrained in the hearts and minds of a generation 
who had the chance to “make it,” such remarks are still heard today. “If you don’t work 
hard and do well [in your studies], you’ll be picking up trash, too!” This is told not only 
to frighten children, but also in hope that children will work hard and concentrate on 
their studies and not be lazy. In fact, somehow people still have perceptions that poverty 
is the result of one’s own doings, especially when they see rag pickers collecting 
cardboard on the streets.71  
Lastly, the value of education can be viewed in relation to part-time work, both which 
compete for students’ time. Uncle Kwok remarked that in the United States, school 
children started work much earlier, usually in their teens, and it was a good thing for 
them. However, in Hong Kong, he said:  
People in Hong Kong treat time differently. They also think too much about 
“face” and to avoid embarrassing the family by letting children take up low-paid 
positions. Besides, it also jeopardizes the time one could spend on academic 
pursuits, which is necessary to get ahead in this competitive, achievement 
-orientated society. 
They also think of responsibilities differently, too. Those who work should have 
finished their studies and once you are working, you pay the family and look after 
them... it’s about being filial to your parents. 
                                                 
71 The recycling business is reserved for white-haired hunchbacked old ladies—who push carts full of 
cardboard boxes through the tong4 lau4 streets. Myths of such people’s lives are often transmitted orally 
to perpetuate persistent institutional thinking, values and ideologies about how society is socially stratified. 
As for the real reasons, see Lou (2007), who has written a short article on elderly who collects trash for 
financial returns. 
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From this we can see how there is an unbalanced emphasis on achievement. Not only 
do parents think carefully about choosing good schools for their children, but they also 
deploy different methods to motivate them.  
Moving on 
Other than their children’s studies, which was a focus and concern, parents and other 
Sham Shui Po residents imagined what their futures would be like. Some parents were 
eager to see their children grow up, start work and get married, as this would allow them 
to worry less and relieve them from financial burden. Many simply wanted their children 
to grow up with the skills to take care of themselves. Others thought about relocation or 
resettlement. It was made clear to me that residents did not want to remain poor, nor 
did they wish to stay in the neighbourhood. Even though the residents understood that 
their poverty meant they would have to remain in Sham Shui Po, they did wished to 
escape their marginalised status. At some points in their lives, they all dreamed about 
how their lives would be more pleasant if they could move from Sham Shui Po. 
Many were hopeful and waiting to leave poverty behind. Some were waiting for 
relocation into public housing, a sign of assimilation and better living. Yet a priority was 
to remain close to the city centre. Uncle Leung, who is not proud to live in Sham Shui 
Po, and above all to be identified as poor, therefore, wished not to live in Tin Shui Wai 
(another poor, yet newly developed neighbourhood from the 1980s) but in another 
neighbourhood closer to the city. The location and the stigma attached to poverty were 
both factors in his decision. Meanwhile, others wanted to find decent housing. Makala 
has not considered the option of public housing but is waiting for her residency issues 
to resolve; she is having citizenship issues in Hong Kong and worries about deportation. 
Even Patrick, born and raised in Sham Shui Po, reveals that he was undecided between 
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staying in and leaving a neighbourhood that he has come to know so well. 
I’m waiting for public housing. It will take some time. I would like to stay in the 
Sham Shui Po area, but I cannot afford the rent. Maybe I’ll go to some place like 
Shatin [a new town development, about 30 minutes away by train from Sham Shui 
Po], That is OK... but in Sham Shui Po, I know where things are—the tutorial 
centre, church and medical centre, library; it’s also cheap to eat out. I’m near my 
parents, too. 
Other informants had long-term goals of moving to Mainland China. Their reasons for 
returning were not simply that they are originally from the regional areas of Guangdong 
and have families in the Mainland, but because they are not deeply rooted in Hong 
Kong. For example, each Lunar New Year, or during any breaks they get from work, 
these supposedly “single” men retreat to the Mainland, to be amongst immediate (such 
as wife and children) and extended family. Even though my neighbour was hopeful 
about public housing, he stated, “Although I’m waiting for public housing, I consider 
Hong Kong useless... Everything is all about money, and nothing else matters... better 
stay in the Mainland, at least there I have good social relations (guanxi).” Uncle Leung 
expects to return to his hometown when he retires. “In the long term there is no place 
for me in Hong Kong,” he said.  
I’ll surely return... retreating to my hometown, where the food tastes better... when 
it’s time to retire. Many people know me back at home. There’s no reason to stay 
in Hong Kong... Hong Kong is only a place to work, no good interpersonal 
relations here [香港人情比紙薄]... everybody only cares about themselves and 
money. 
The strong connection with his “homeland” was apparent especially over the few days 
he was off work during Chinese New Year. Because of some personal affairs, he did not 
go home that year, but for a few days, every morning and afternoon he called his 
relatives and friends. Meanwhile, Ms Ho, who has established herself as a small-business 
owner (a grocer) and has bought a tong4 lau4 in the neighbourhood, also hinted at the 
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possibility of returning to the Mainland upon retirement. This is where two of her three 
children work; the third has just finished high school in Hong Kong. She considered, “I 
think it’s a better place [for them] to develop their careers, where there’s extended 
family [networks] and jobs. It seems we’ve nothing in Hong Kong.” 
Explaining and challenging notions of inequality  
This chapter examined how urban residents understand their experience of poverty in 
different situations. Let me briefly summarize their experiences here. Initially, upon 
becoming poor, my informants were confused, as they were unable to articulate their 
circumstances to themselves. Poverty was not only unexpected and sudden, it was, more 
often than not, a consequence and condition of the loss of social support and/or 
familial networks. So, once they had realised their poverty, they felt lost. As my 
informants reflected on the difficulties of being poor, they were worried but for 
different reasons. In the end, however, the parents eventually found hope, not 
necessarily in themselves but in their children. Such a feeling was also a product of being 
young and facing new challenges. 
Poverty was considered a product of the Chinese belief in fate or predestination. While 
both genders submitted to the existence of fate, women and men perceive ming6 wan6 
induced their poverty differently. This is particularly so in an achievement-oriented 
society such as Hong Kong. The individual, especially the male and/or father figure, is 
to blame rather than the structural factors that shape the society in which he lives. 
Whereas the traditional role of the female, mother or wife, whoever is attached to a 
husband’s income and under his financial support, still enjoys wide acceptance, works 
towards a woman’s economic advantage. Thus, a single mother, either ethnically 
Chinese or not, can and does remain “innocent” as she applies for government 
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assistance, such as welfare, and does not suffer from stigmatisation in the same way as 
her male counterparts do. 
Given the array of so-called “freedoms,” promises or opportunities associated with 
urban life, poverty also brings about a different feeling. Some urban residents sensed 
failure and guilt, while others saw that “poverty may do some good.” The feeling of 
failure and guilt occurred when parents lost the capacity to fulfil certain roles and 
expectations that they, society or their children imposed. This idea reflects Newman’s 
writing, which states that “those who are worthy are rewarded and those who fail to 
reap rewards must also lack self-worth” (1999: 16). However, “poverty may do some 
good” reflected a different opinion that there was a belief in upward mobility, and that 
being poor was only temporary. 
In Hong Kong, the possibility of improvement and upward mobility survives from a 
mentality written into the minds of those who grew up in a bygone era. If we look into 
the recent past, especially during the industrial era, this mindset is most apparent among 
people of that generation. Thus, the feeling of social inferiority observed in Sham Shui 
Po today reflects a disparity with the dominant ideals of society.72 This attitude is, in 
fact, not that different from the once-despised Cantonese water-dwelling “boat people” 
off the Hong Kong coasts (Ward 1985). Nonetheless, the mentality towards overcoming 
poverty through education is still prevalent today, just as it was when Barbara Ward 
(1985) carried out her studies. In fact, the mindset of the underprivileged residents of 
                                                 
72 The post-industrial economy had created a generation of educated middle-class parents, who having 
seen the fruits of the industrial revolution and felt the suppression of the colonial government, which led 
to the “bandwagon effect” in ascribing to the notion that “west is best.” They believed a quality education 
was equivalent to an English-orientated education; this continued to strengthen the colonial social 
structure and Hong Kong global importance (Siu & Ku 2008). In consequence, this has given rise to the 
highly valued nature of branded elite and international schools, exchange programs and overseas 
education found in Hong Kong (see Salaff at el. 2010: 21). 
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Sham Shui Po was culturally distinct and different from the people that well-known 
scholars of poverty have uncovered (see, e.g., Lewis 1959; Wilson 1987; Bourgois 1995). 
Here, I found there was a prevailing belief of overcoming intergenerational poverty; this 
finding stands in contrast to Siu Keung Cheung’s (1996, 2000) study on the subaltern 
lives of cage-dwellers. In uncovering the mindset and intentions of underprivileged 
residents, I suggest that there is no conscious reproduction of poverty. To understand 
the lasting effects of poverty in Sham Shui Po, however, a long-term study needs to take 
place. In any case, residents in Sham Shui Po have varying degrees and trajectories, and 
most of all, aspire to overcome deprivation instead of living in persistent poverty like 
the cage-dwellers.  
The incentive for leaving poverty, and for that matter, Sham Shui Po, stems from the 
following sources: first, being residents of an undesirable and underprivileged 
neighbourhood; second, the idea of “face” in Chinese society and how it relates to it the 
avoidance of stigma and shame; and third, aspiring to privileges of the Hong Kong 
majority through two means: (a) education and inter-generational social mobility and (b) 
access to local resources over time, such as citizenship, public housing and so forth. 
Besides, Hong Kong has been an unusual city characterised by a high degree of mobility 
(Siu & Ku 2008). However, “[t]he lack of capital,” as Bourdieu (1999a: 127) writes, 
“intensifies the experience of finitude: it chains one to a place.” Therefore, among 
residents in a marginal neighbourhood, there is greater desire to be mobile, both 
physically and socially.  
Finally, in treating poverty as a lived experience, it is not surprising that some urban 
residents felt poor while others did not. Because of their different socio-economic 
conditions and cultural backgrounds, the attitudes towards poverty of those living in 
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Sham Shui Po are indeed varied. On the one hand, my informants live in the prosaic 
and everyday world of Sham Shui Po, where they find the means to get by; yet on the 
other, they desire a different world. It may be an imagined world of the future, a place 
where they have been to or know about, or wish to be in at some point in the future. 
This in fact, reflects the words of Bourdieu, who writes, “It goes without saying that 
mental structures do not represent social structures” (1999: 512). Thus, whatever the 
case is, one thing is clear in Sham Shui Po, is that the idea of leaving poverty greatly 
influences both how individuals behave and how they think about their circumstances. 
This is significant because while it is common for people to think the poor are suffering 
and have limited, if any, choices, the fact that they are active in making their own 
choices and have aspirations is something many studies on poverty have overlooked. 
Hence, the spirit of living Under the Lion Rock73—that is, a belief in hard work produces 
favourable outcomes, lifting people out of poverty—continues to be prevalent in the 
minds of those in living in Sham Shui Po. The final chapter is a summary of this study, 
by illustrating how the underprivileged residents’ livelihoods relate to the “culture” of 
the marginal neighbourhood. 
. 
                                                 
73 A Cantonese song 狮子山下 made popular by Roman Tam. Its theme is the early struggles and 
toils of the first generation migrants who came to Hong Kong in the 1950s and 1960s. Although this 
spirit comes along with the economic development in 1970s, it still holds in the minds of Hong Kong 
people today. 




CONCLUSION: A MARGINAL NEIGHBOURHOOD  
Having examined the neighbourhood through the everyday lives, routines and minds of 
Sham Shui Po residents, now I return to the task posed at the beginning of this study. 
This study sets out to understand how poverty represents a place, specifically the 
neighbourhood Sham Shui Po, through exploring the lives of underprivileged residents. 
To conclude this study, I discuss how the impoverished residents’ lives interweave into 
the cultural and social fabric of a post-industrial urban neighbourhood, and turn Sham 
Shui Po into a marginal place in the centre of Hong Kong. But first, in order to 
understand Sham Shui Po as a “marginal neighbourhood” set apart from the rest of 
Hong Kong, we need to consider various factors discussed in this thesis. These include 
the historical development, the economy, the neighbourhood composition and how the 
mindset and behaviour of the people is affected by changes in the political economy. 
1. Historical development 
In chapter two, I showed that for unintended historical reasons, today Sham Shui Po is 
geographically central, but unlike the rest of the city, unevenly developed. In his analysis 
of urban development, geographer Neil Smith (1990) writes that the logic of uneven 
development is rather unconscious, as are our common perceptions and understandings 
of space in relation to its production. That is, spaces are created or neglected by the 
creation of others though capital and policies. As a result of the Convention of Peking, 
“New Kowloon” [新九龍] developed into a certain synonym for social ills. This and 




Today, Sham Shui Po is largely an un-gentrified urban neighbourhood. It appears 
somewhat different from the ultra-modern slick skyscrapers that predominate much of 
the metropolis’ skyline. Without the capital needed to improve the neighbourhood, 
today, Sham Shui Po remains economically laggard. It was never a part of Kowloon, 
Hong Kong Island or the New Territories; instead, it was a place caught in-between an 
urbanised rural hinterland (the New Territories) and a highly developed and populated 
urban centre of Kowloon. The building typology of the old district is known locally as 
tong4 lau4. The proliferation and survival of these buildings, in its dilapidated and squalid 
state, are essential for the low-cost lifestyle that reproduces much of the social life of the 
urban neighbourhood.  
2. Low-cost economy 
Sham Shui Po operates primarily on a low-cost economy. Generally small business 
owners in Sham Shui Po understand that keeping prices low is an important 
consideration to their long-term survival in the neighbourhood. An example of this are 
the eateries mentioned in Chapters Two and Four. The strategy of cost-saving and low 
profits sets Sham Shui Po apart from the capitalist (or rather, profit-orientated) model 
of mainstream Hong Kong. As such, the lack of capital invested in improving the 
neighbourhood makes Sham Shui Po an economically marginal neighbourhood. 
3. The people of Sham Shui Po and the making of a “mixed place” 
Sham Shui Po is home to a highly mixed and undesirable social compression of urban 
residents, a place I have dubbed “the centre of poverty in Hong Kong.” I say this 
because, I found that even among the urban poor, multiple poverties co-exist. One of 
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the more commonly associated “types” are newly arrived women from Mainland China 
who had came to Hong Kong expecting hypergamy but instead experienced downward 
social mobility. Thus, having little or no financial means, or skills to serve them in a 
post-industrial information-knowledge economy, they rely heavily on the low-cost 
economy and social-support service providers found in the neighbourhood. Other 
resident “types” in Sham Shui Po, as identified in this study, include Hong Kong locals 
who are down on their luck; for example, they have experienced reduced incomes 
and/or family dissolution in a rapidly changing economy. Many are now living difficult 
lives as they wait for government assistance, such as social welfare, rent assistance and 
public housing. There are also refugees, extra-legal persons staying in Hong Kong on 
humanitarian grounds. Thus, the resident composition of Sham Shui Po is as the 
Cantonese in Hong Kong say “undesirably mixed.”74 
4. Marginal lives, marginal livelihoods 
In my study, we uncover many reasons why the urban poor live in the inner-city 
neighbourhood of Sham Shui Po. Underprivileged residents living there are able to 
benefit from (1) low-cost lifestyles; (2) social service and other initiatives found in a 
marginal neighbourhood; (3) sharing and exchange network; as well as (4) institutional 
services. As discussed in chapter four, many residents’ livelihoods depend on the 
stability of urban structures, such as the operation of the neighbourhood, as well as the 
goodwill of social workers and volunteers who provide the necessary support and access 
to resources for impoverished residents. This is unlike the situation in industrialised 
Hong Kong two or three decades ago; when people had little resources, they would still 
be able to find their own means to sustain a living and support their families (see Salaff 
                                                 
74  The Cantonese expression “undesirably mixed” (or hou2 dzaap9) is used to describe the diverse, 
contaminated and ill-spoken nature of the neighbourhood by both residents and non-residents alike. This 
can be understood in the Chinese context, which generally favours homogeneity over heterogeneity. 
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1981; J. Smart 1989). An elderly woman, Ms Yu, now in her 70s, remarked in disgust at 
what she finds happening now in Sham Shui Po:  
They [the poor] wait in line for welfare... They bring their trolleys to charities and 
the food bank to collect rations. Back when I arrived in Hong Kong [in the 1970s], 
when I did not work in the factory, I had hawked on the streets to support my 
family. 
Here, we learn that the great difference between then and now is that the poor, once 
self-reliant, are now dependent. Up until the 1970s, Sham Shui Po was a place filled with 
street hawkers who used to bring their pushcarts filled with wares onto the streets. It 
was a sign of making it on your own. Such a structural and lifestyle change was caused 
not only by the change in economy, but by the implementation of compulsory 
education and greater number of social services. Overall, the effects of these changes 
now not only affect the way residents think about themselves, but also their living 
experiences in post-industrial urban Hong Kong, and their attachment to the 
neighbourhood and inner city.  
This study helps us understand how inequalities, such as (1) the rights to the city and (2) 
allocation of housing, written into public policy in contemporary society, not only 
influence the length of residence, but also how the marginal neighbourhood is 
structured by external factors. However, among the resident population, the question of 
staying and going is not the same, and reflects residents’ diverse lifestyles and 
expectations. Many residents feel that they are only living in Sham Shui Po temporarily. 
Although underprivileged residents depend on the low-cost economy for their everyday 
survival and subsistence, they are divided selves, hopeful towards the unrealised 
prospect of physical relocation. This is because they have yet to gain citizenship and/or 
the benefits to public housing.  
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It is understandable that the elderly may not desire to relocate. In fact, the elderly are 
more realistic, as they usually have fewer resources and options to make the transition. 
These residents are less likely to adapt to a new environment easily and thus prefer the 
sense of stability and familiarity. Meanwhile, small business owners are usually an older 
generation of Chinese migrants with marginal skills that only enable them to make a 
basic living in the tong4 lau4 streets of Sham Shui Po, but not to leave the 
neighbourhood. Their established ties and networks, like the elder generation, make 
them more likely to remain in a familiar milieu. 
As shown in the fifth chapter, the idea of “moving on” is most evident among the 
parenting population. There is some hope for upward social mobility and physical 
relocation for these residents of Sham Shui Po. Many of them talk about the past, 
lament over the present, but also and most importantly, focus on their future, and the 
future of their children; this is an obvious sign that they think they deserve better. The 
Confucian value of and promotion of education is both evident in how parents and 
social workers alike talk about the future. As well as equipping oneself to meet the needs 
of the changing economy, education is also seen as a vehicle for mobility. Among the 
younger population, realising their aspirations translates into the desire to leave Sham 
Shui Po, and hence into a form of non-belonging to the marginal neighbourhood.  
Generally, Sham Shui Po fails to give its residents the proud feeling born of 
involvement in a long-standing neighbourhood, but the neighbourhood does indeed 
have an impact on the identities of the residents. This stems from a variety of reasons. 
One of them is that Hong Kong is a city characterised by rapid social change 
(opportunities, mobility and technological advancement), and this causes people to be 
more separated and are less patient or willing to understand each other. Hence, it 
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becomes more important, as author bell hooks75 (2009: 1) reminds us, to search for 
individual identity and forms of attachment. Yet, how is this possible for those in Sham 
Shui Po who are not active in the workforce, or those with little money to their names? 
Therefore, my study suggests that in the face-conscious and capitalistic society of Hong 
Kong, the urban poor would rather remain hidden than face the world around them. 
Moreover, due to the shame, guilt and most of all, stigma attached to being poor in 
post-industrial Hong Kong society, here, identity may relate to something yet to exist. 
That is to suggest, a future “past-identity” of having been a Shamshuipolian. This means 
face-conscious residents are happy when they can find the means to leave the marginal 
neighbourhood, as it shows they have become a part of mainstream society and should 
no longer be looked down upon or be thought of as worse off than others are. Such a 
“past-identity” relates to upward mobility, which in turn glorifies ones present success 
and achievement, as well as one’s “usefulness” [有用] in society. Hence, for not so 
obvious reasons at first, poverty in Hong Kong may not be visible to the outsider, as 
being poor is often scorned as “being (lazy and) useless” [又懶又無用]. Therefore, in 
terms of neighbourhood attachment, the reaction among the elderly and small business 
owners is different from those with young families, and age, opportunities and 
expectations all affect one’s sense of attachment. 
Unlike places where there is long-term residency, this study has shown that among the 
underprivileged residents, most do not consider Sham Shui Po as a permanent home. 
Residents often move into and leave the neighbourhood not by choice but by necessity, 
as a means of survival. Such dynamics between economic realities that chain them in an 
undesirable place, and the prospective desire to leave, have created a unique culture that 
                                                 
75 bell hooks is the pen name of Gloria Jean Watkins, an American author; it is usually un-capitalised. 
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makes Sham Shui Po a marginal neighbourhood of Hong Kong’s changing political 
economy. Therefore, the case of Sham Shui Po helps us understand how built 
inequalities of post-industrial society have led to a peculiar form of marginal urban 
adaptation and lifestyle in Hong Kong. 
Policy and personal changes have direct effects on the consolidation of the 
neighbourhood. Among poor neighbourhoods, several factors result in high-population 
turnovers, and Sham Shui Po is no exception. One factor was housing policy. Other 
causal issues include the family dissolution (divorce, return migration and social 
mobility), as well as the impending reality of urban renewal. Whatever the case, 
prevailing factors continue to severely disrupt whatever mutual support networks that 
loosely hold the people in place, and thus make the neighbourhood a perpetually 
“undesirably mixed” place. Sham Shui Po, hence exists as a neighbourhood where 
“loose ends” connect temporarily, each finding their own way to get by, as what 
Goffman would call a “back place,” (1986: 81) referring to “the marginalised sites, 
where the socially stigmatised [find] themselves isolated among their own kind” (ibid). 
The result of this is that the underprivileged residents’ lives remain forever separated 
from each other, as the marginal neighbourhood of Sham Shui Po is from the rest of 
Hong Kong. 
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Appendix 1 
   
REFLECTIONS ON FIELDWORK  
Doing fieldwork with underprivileged residents has had a profound impact on my life. 
In ending this thesis, I hope to impart to the readers what I have learned from the field. 
Below, I describe how I have developed personally from the unexpected experiences of 
fieldwork, the emotions resulting from which I was unprepared. 
The continuous period of fieldwork has been very engaging, but very tiring and posed 
unexpected psychological reactions due to my lack of experience conducting urban 
social research. I sometimes felt that when people’s current lifestyle fell short of their 
ambitions, resulting in seemingly endless life struggles and a multitude of worries, my 
provoking questions only added to their precarious state of despair. In effect, it also 
opened up a space for my informants to reflect on their lives, which was often not 
available, because of their state of social exclusion and the usual lack of interaction with 
others. On several accounts, men and women, who normally would not cry in front of 
their children, could not help but to shed tears. Sometimes they were angry at my 
seemingly naïve questions, or frustrated with their circumstances, and it was hard for me 
not to feel for them, as I witnessed my informants wipe away their tears. In addition, 
this undoubtedly made me see their struggles in a new light, which was unexpected and 
emotionally draining at the same time. This was a part of fieldwork which I had not 
prepared for, and something which continues to affect my work.  
In many cases, I also became that shoulder to lean on, when there was no one around 
on which to unburden their concerns. I had to find words of comfort and said, “Things 
are not always as bad as it seems” or “It will get better, just hang in there!” However, 
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one of the depressing realisations I had were my own shortcomings and the limited 
capacity to do anything as an anthropologist. Unlike a trained social worker, I was quite 
unprepared for the array of social issues and emotional factors that arose.  
During the course of my fieldwork, I was reminded constantly about my parents’ role in 
bringing me up and living in Australia as “new” immigrants. Yet, the intensity of 
fieldwork meant that I needed to find a space to unload myself. Sometimes this meant 
returning to the university every second week—to upload photos and transcribe 
interviews etc—moreover, it provided a getaway to the emotional intensity of urban 
fieldwork. Talking to my own parents over the phone about their lives, and especially 
their past, also helped to relieve myself of emotional burden as well as to understand my 
parents better in the context of my informants’ experiences of social change in a rapidly 
changing Hong Kong society.  
Living with the urban poor exposed me to the difficult lives of the urban poor, and the 
limitations and ill effects that socio-economic disadvantage has on one’s health and 
social well-being. It also reminded me to reconsider the human capacity, potential and 
ingenuity for adaptation to alternative lifeways that ensures one’s survival against the 
odds. Moreover, the friendships I made with the parents and the children of Sham Shui 
Po have been a memorable experience and a most meaningful way to learn about the 
inequalities of an advanced capitalist city, especially from people who are seldom seen, 
let alone heard from, in post-industrial urban Hong Kong. 
 
 





Appendix 2   Table 7.1  Social  characteristics  of  my  informants  (1 of 2) 
 Informants’ name Gender Age Dependents  Housing Main income source Childhood  Generation 
1  Malaya Tong (s) Female 6 n/a Private rental CSSA welfare Sham Shui Po Hong Kong born 
2  Alex Lau (s) Male 13 n/a with parents n/a Sham Shui Po Hong Kong born 
3  Thomas Lou (s) Male 16 n/a with mother n/a Guangzhou Hong Kong born 
4  Peter Mok (s) Male 22 n/a with parents Assistant site manager Hong Kong Hong Kong born 
5  Sandra Mok (s) Female 24 n/a with parents Healthcare professional Hong Kong Hong Kong born 
6  Ah’Shing (nm) Male 30 1 (baby) Private rental Odd jobs Shun-de New arrival (Mainland) 
7  Zhu, Wei (m) Male 36 3 (2 infant and 1 primary school) Private rental Construction worker Jiangmen New arrival (Mainland) 
8  Poon, Shan-shan (m) Female 37 1 (primary school) Private ownership Business in Mainland  Sham Shui Po Hong Kong born 
9  Yiu-sang (m) Male 38 2 (primary school) Public housing Steel fabricator Sham Shui Po Hong Kong born 
10  Loh, Syut-mei (m) Female 40 2 (primary school) Private ownership Family comic stall Zhongshan Lou5 hoeung1 gong2 
11  Wong, Fun-man (u) Female 40+ 1 (junior high school) unknown Odd jobs Kowloon Hong Kong born 
12  Sham, Yim-lan(d) Female 40+ 2 children Private ownership Collecting rent; landlady Mainland Lou5 hoeung1 gong2 
13  Makala Sariwa (d) Female 42 2 (preschool and primary school) Private rental Daughter’s welfare Philippines 1st G. non-Chinese 
14  Wong, Dak-ho (m) Male 43 3 (1 junior high and 2 high school) With family Stationary shop Kowloon Hong Kong born 
15  Ma, Cham-ling (s) Female 43 n/a Private ownership Baker; sold newspapers Sham Shui Po Hong Kong born 
16  Chan-suk (m) Male 44 2 (primary and junior high school) Public housing Family trolley store Sham Shui Po Hong Kong born 
17  Patrick Lau (m) Male 45 2 (primary and junior high school) Private rental Part-time translator Sham Shui Po Hong Kong born 
18  Tang, Yuk-yip (d) Female 45 1 (high school) Public housing CSSA Welfare Guangzhou New arrival (Mainland) 
         






Appendix 2  Table 7.1   Social  characteristics  of  my  informants  (page 2 of 2) 
 Informants’ name Gender Age Dependents  Housing Main income source Childhood  Generation 
19  Pang, Tian-lok (nm) Male 45 n/a unknown Flower banner craftsman Sham Shui Po Hong Kong born 
20  Leung-suk (m) Male 47 2 (high school and young adult) Private rental Construction worker Xinhui Lou5 hoeung1 gong2 
21  Lai, Kin-lok (rm) Male 47 1+1 (preschool and young adult) Public housing Motor mechanic Tai Kok Tsui Hong Kong born 
22  Wing-gor (rm) Male 50+ 1+1 ( preschool and young adult) Private rental Fabric industry Guangzhou Lou5 hoeung1 gong2 
23  Tsang-sang (m) Male 53 2 (young adults) Private rental Fan repair shop Mainland Lou5 hoeung1 gong2 
24  Zhou-sang (m) Male 55 3 (1young adult and 2 adults) Private ownership Construction worker Shenzhen Lou5 hoeung1 gong2 
25  Ho, Fei-wan (m) Female 55+ 3 (1high-school and 2 adult) Private ownership Vegetable stall Xinhui Lou5 hoeung1 gong2 
26  Kwok, Kin-keung (rm) Male 57 1+1 (primary school; young adult) With family Retired book-keeper Sham Shui Po Hong Kong born 
27  Lam, Chang-chou (m) Male 58 2 (adult children) Private ownership Pillow store sales person Fuzhou Lou5 hoeung1 gong2 
28  Mok, Ka-wing (m) Male 65 3 (1high-school; 2 young adults) Private ownership Retired bus driver Sham Shui Po Hong Kong born 
29  Zhong-sang (w) Male 68 1 (young adult) Private rental Security guard Guangzhou Lou5 hoeung1 gong2 
30  Cheng, Kin-feng (s) Male 70 n/a Private/Public CSSA welfare Mainland Hong Kong born 
31  Cheung, Sui-pui (m) Male 72 3 adult children unknown Aluminiumn craftsman  Hong Kong Hong Kong born 
32  Yip-sang (m) Male 73 2 (adult) Private ownership Deodourising spray business  Hong Kong Hong Kong born 
33  Old man To (m) Male 73 2(adult) unknown Sheet-metal craftsman Hong Kong Hong Kong born 
34  Mrs Yu (m) Female 74 1 (adult); wife of Mr Yu Public housing Wooden cart business Xinhui Lou5 hoeung1 gong2 
35  Mr Yu (m) Male 82 1(adult); husband of Mrs Yu Public Housing Wooden cart business Guangzhou Lou5 hoeung1 gong2 
36  Wong ah-bak(w) Male 84 2 (adult) Private rental CSSA welfare Mainland Lou5 hoeung1 gong2 
         
 Marital status: (s) single;  (nm) not married;  (m) married;  (d) divorced;  (rm) remarried;  (w) widow/er ;  (u) unknown 
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Appendix 3 
   
 SUPPORT SERVICES & ORGANISATIONS 
1. Family and Child Welfare Services 
1. Housing Dept. 
2. Sham Shui Po District Office, Home Affairs Dept. 
3. Police Community Relations Office, Hong Kong Police Force 
4. Sham Shui Po District School Liaison Committee 
5. Sham Shui Po District Council 
6. Medical Social Service Dept., Caritas Medical Centre 
7. West Kowloon Maternal & Child Health Centre, Dept. of Health 
8. Hong Kong Family Welfare Society Sham Shui Po (West) Integrated Family 
Service Centre 
9. International Social Service Hong Kong Branch Sham Shui Po (South) Integrated 
Family Service Centre 
10. The Tsung Tsin Mission of Hong Kong Social Service Company Ltd 
11. Hong Kong Federation of Women’s Centres 
12. Caritas Hong Kong -Sham Shui Po Family Support Networking Team 
13. The Neighbourhood Advice-Action Council Sham Shui Po Family Support 
Networking Team 
14. The Salvation Army Hong Kong & Macau Command Sham Shui Po Family 
Support Networking Team 
15. Industrial Evangelistic Fellowship 
16. Society for Community Org. 
17. Caritas Medical Centre 
18. Cheung Sha Wan Kai Fong Welfare Assoc. Lam Tam Yin Wah Kindergarten/Day 
Nursery 
19. Hong Kong Christian Service Project South Asians Support Alliance 
20. St. James’ Settlement 
21. The Samaritan Befrienders Hong Kong Suicide Crisis Intervention Centre 
22. Family and Child Protective Services Unit (Sham Shui Po), Social Welfare Dept. 
23. Cheung Shan Wan Integrated Family Services Centre, Social Welfare Dept. 
24. Shek Kip Mei Integrated Family Services Centre, Social Welfare Dept. 
25. Sham Shui Po District Social Welfare Office, Social Welfare Dept. 
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2. Youth Services 
1. School Development Office, Education Bureau 
2. Sham Shui Po District Office Home Affairs Dept. 
3. Police Community Relations Office, Hong Kong Police Force 
4. Sham Shui Po District Council 
5. Sham Shui Po District School Liaison Committee 
6. The Boys’ and Girls’ Clubs Assoc. of Hong Kong - Jockey Club Cheung Sha Wan 
Children and Youth Integrated Services Centre 
7. Hong Kong Christian Service Sham Shui Po Integrated Children & Youth Service 
(Sham Shui Po Central Happy Teens Club) 
8. Hong Kong Young Women’s Christian Assoc. Sham Shui Po Integrated Social 
Service Centre 
9. Chinese Young Men’s Christian Assoc. of Hong Kong - Shek Kip Mei Centre 
(Integrated Team) 
10. Tung Wah Group of Hospitals Yu Mak Yuen Integrated Services Centre 
11. Federation of Parent-Teacher Assoc.iations Sham Shui Po District Ltd 
12. Society of Boys’ Centres Chak Yan Centre 
13. Hope Worldwide 
14. Hong Kong Lutheran Social Service Martha Boss Lutheran Community Centre 
15. Youth College Vocational Development Programme Office, Vocational Training 
Council 
16. YMCA of Hong Kong 
17. SKH St. Andrew’s Primary School 
18. Outstanding Youth Volunteer 
19. Parents Representative 
20. Sham Shui Po District Social Welfare Office, Social Welfare Dept. 
21. Benji’s Centre 
22. Sham Shui Po District Social Welfare Office, Social Welfare Dept.  
3. Elderly Support Groups 
1. Sham Shui Po District Social Welfare Office, Social Welfare Dept. 
2. Sham Shui Po District Visiting Health Team, Dept. of Health 
3. Sham Shui Po District Tenancy Management Office, Housing Dept. 
4. Sham Shui Po District Council 
5. Dept. of Medicine & Geriatrics, Caritas Medical Centre 
6. Dept. of Psychogeriatric Services, Kwai Chung Hospital 




8. Caritas Hong Kong- Caritas Cheng Shing Fung District Elderly Centre  
9. Sik Sik Yuen Ho Kin District Community Centre for Senior Citizens 
10. The Neighbourhood Advice-Action Council Sham Shui Po District Elderly 
Community Centre 
11. The Salvation Army Hong Kong & Macau Command Tai Hang Tung Integrated 
Service for Senior Citizens 
12. Hong Kong Sheng Kung Hui Welfare Council Li Ka Shing Care & Attention 
Home for the Elderly 
13. Hong Kong Young Women’s Christian Assoc.  
14. Po Leung Kuk Eco-Home for the Senior and Sunny Green Day Care Centre for 
the Senior 
15. Hong Kong Christian Service Continuing Care (Sham Shui Po) 
16. Hong Kong Family Welfare Society West Kowloon (Lai Kok) Centre 
17. The Hong Kong Assoc. of Senior Citizens 
18. Pak Tin Baptist Church Reading Room Library and Social Centre for the Elderly  
19. Sun Hung Kai Properties Volunteer Team 
20. Elder Academy - School of Contining and Professional Education, City University 
of Hong Kong 
21. Shek Kip Mei Kai Fong Assoc. 
22. Sham Shui Po District Social Welfare Office, Social Welfare Dept. 
 
4. Rehabilitation Services 
1. Nam Shan Estate Property Management Office, Housing Dept. 
2. Sham Shui Po District Council 
3. Dept. of Occupational Therapy, Caritas Medical Centre 
4. Fu Hong Society 
5. HK PHAB Assoc. Sham Shui Po PHAB Centre 
6. Wai Ji Christian Service 
7. The Mental Health Assoc. of Hong Kong Lei Cheng Uk House 
8. New Life Building Long Stay Care Home, New Life Psychiatric Rehabilitation 
Assoc. 
9. Heep Hong Society Cheung Sha Wan Centre 
10. The Hong Kong Society for the Blind 
11. Hong Kong Lutheran Social Service, LC - HKS Shek Kip Mei Lutheran Centre 
for the Blind 
12. Po Leung Kuk Shek Kip Mei Vocational Services Centre 
13. Community Rehabilitation Network Kowloon Lei Cheng Uk Centre, Hong Kong 
Society for Rehabilitation 
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14. Division of Rehabilitation Service, Yang Memorial Methodist Social Service 
15. The Hong Kong Joint Council of Parents of the Mentally Handicapped 
Trailwalker Community Education Centre 
16. Self Help Group for the Brain Damaged 
17. Life@ready Youth Service, Baptist Oi Kwan Social Service 
18. The SAHK Continuing Rehabilitation Centre 
19. The Society for the Welfare of the Autistic Persons 
20. Benji’s Centre 
21. Sham Shui Po District Social Welfare Office, Social Welfare Dept. 
 
5. Volunteer Services 
1. Sham Shui Po District Council 
2. Sham Shui Po Industrial and Commercial Liaison Committee 
3. Hong Yip Service Company Ltd 
4. The Kowloon Motor Bus Co. (1933) Ltd Customer Service Dept. 
5. Citybase Property Management Ltd 
6. The Incorporated Owners of Cronin Garden 
7. The Neighbourhood Advice-Action Council 
8. Kowloon Women’s Orangisations Federation 
9. New Life Psychiatric Rehabilitation Assoc. 
10. SKH St. Thomas Primary School 
11. Our Lady of the Rosary College 
12. Shamshuipo Lions Club 
13. Hoi Lai Estate Management Advisory Committee 
14. Un Chau Estate Management Advisory Committee 
15. Pak Tin Volunteer Group 
16. Sham Shui Po Residents Assoc. 
17. Outstanding Youth Volunteer 
18. Outstanding Volunteer, Agency for Volunteer Service 
19. Kowloon Technical College 
20. Sham Shui Po District Social Welfare Office, Social Welfare Dept. 
 
6. Other Local Resources 
1. Salvation Army Thrift Store (resale of second hand items at low price)  
2. Industrial Relations Institute (resale of second-hand items at low prices) 
3. Assoc. for Engineering & Medical Volunteer Services (wheelchair and 
rehabilitative equip. repair) 
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4. Project Concern Hong Kong (dental services at low prices) 
5. Neighbourhood Adice-Action Council (basic household repair works) 
6. St. James Settlements  (providing food support up to 6 weeks) 
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